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ABSTRACT

This thesis studies the institutional foundations and micro-mechanisms by which social
order is regulated and public goods are delivered in China’s urban grassroots communities.
This study is motivated by the seemingly deviant phenomenon that massive internal
migration and rapid urbanisation during China’s market reforms have not resulted in
chaotic and familiar third world urban diseases. Instead, relatively governed, less
contentious, highly dynamic yet ultimately soft migrant enclaves contrast sharply with
what often feature most developing countries. Based on the case studies of four urban
villages — which categorically housed the majority of China’s 274 million rural migrants —
I trace the interplay among the remaining socialist institutions, dominant market forces and
various intermediaries in managing migrant contestation and serving state functions. I
consider both objective criteria and migrants’ perceptions to explain why China’s migrant
enclaves demonstrate distinct characteristics compared with the migrant enclaves in many
developing countries. I also consider why China’s migrant enclaves share similar patterns
of transformation with its formal cities. The findings contest the conventional approaches
that are used to explain China’s structural stability and territorial cohesion despite local
disturbances and conflicts, which are mainly attributable to the authoritarian regime, state
corporatism or an underdeveloped civil society. Although China’s land, danwei and hukou
systems are nationally configured, I argue that these institutions are also conducive to
protecting an intermediate realm that comprises residential committees, joint-stock
companies and clan associations by providing a safety valve and nurturing localised
engagements. I then examine how these intermediaries have adopted coercion, patronage
and exit-point mechanisms to deliver public goods, enforce communal order and broker
urban renewal through less coercive and predatory means. I further assess the ways in
which these engaging but parochial, resourceful but dependent, and exclusive rather than
inclusive intermediaries have mediated the boundaries between despotic power and
infrastructural power and among state agenda, market forces and grassroots interests. This
thesis thus re-visits China’s authoritarian resilience concerning not only how migrant
contestation is managed but also what institutions and mechanisms are most effective to
articulate multiple interests and ensure social compliance during the processes of

urbanisation and decentralisation in the absence of electoral politics.
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1. Introduction

DEVELOPMENT AND SLUMS

Rapid rural-urban migration and urbanisation tend to produce massive city slums in which
rural migrants and the urban poor find substandard shelter and form socio-political
enclaves.! This phenomenon has travelled across time and space. Slums emerged and
spread across Victorian London, in Paris before Haussmann’s renovation, and throughout
pre-war Boston, New York and San Francisco as the urban centres of the early developers

. .. . . . 2
underwent industrialisation and modernisation.

When many developing countries followed the Western development model in the second
half of the 20" century, they fell into similar patterns of social disorder and spatial
contestation. Urbanisation has become both the symbol and measure of such modernity
because the movement of labourers from rural areas of low marginal productivity to urban
areas of high marginal productivity enables efficient allocation of resources and increases
total economic output.’ But apart from enabling economic growth, rapid rural-urban
migration also intensifies spatial and political contestation, from which shoddy
neighbourhoods, organised gangs and enduring inequality have always emerged as by-
products. * Jakarta, Johannesburg, Mumbai, Mexico City and Sao Paulo are typical
examples of cities where slums, ghettos or shantytowns became contested but also
permanent structures that have emerged, expanded and diffused along with the growth of
these cities.” Such a phenomenon, in association with inequalities and chaos, is therefore
categorised by Mike Davis as a trajectory towards “the planet of slums” and is recognised
by UN-Habitat as one of the most severe human development challenges confronted by

developing countries in the 21st century.’

! Cf. Park and Burgess, 1984: 54-56, 108-111, 189-193; Whyte, 1993: xv-xx.
2 Jordon, 1995:13-40; Hall, 2002: 404-486; Yelling, 2007.

* Bradshaw, 1987: 224-225; Lewis, 1952.

4 Thrasher, 2013:3-44; Zorbaugh, 1983:9-16.

> Neuwirth, 2006; Fischer et al., 2014.

% Davis, 2006; UN-habitat, 2003, 2010.



East Asian developmental states, which were strictly repressive of wages and unions yet
demonstrated relative social equity in economic growth while overcoming the “middle-
income trap” between the 1960s and the 1980s, are no exception to this transnational
phenomenon. Despite their unique track record, cities in these countries did not escape the
spread of massive slums or ghettos during their take-off periods and after their neoliberal
turn.” These developmental states somehow distinguished themselves not by retarding
slum formation but by combating it: irregular and substandard migrant enclaves were
subsequently cleared by massive urban renewal projects in Japan, South Korea and Taiwan
and effectively managed by comprehensive public housing schemes in Hong Kong and

Singapore.8

Figure 1 A slum settlement in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. © The Gelmi Art Studio.

This temporal-spatial pattern of urban transformation implies that once the late developers
are integrated into the orbit of global capitalism, control over production factors will
precede concerns regarding order and equity in the sequence of development. In other

words, as long as migrant enclaves enable the influx of cheap and abundant labour for

7 Park et al., 2012: 209-211; Mathews, 2012: 16-21:
8 Chiu and Lui, 2009: 46-47; Roy and Ong, 2011; 6-7, 111-113.
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industrial growth and urban development as well as exempt the state from providing public
security and public goods, their associated crimes, vice, poverty and social disorder will be
disregarded or accepted as inevitable externalities resulting from economic transition. The
trade-off between economic development and unregulated spatial governance has long

been evident.

CHINA’S DEVIANT PHENOMENON
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Figure 2 rban village settlement in Shenzhen, China. © Sze Tsung Leong.

However, this pattern does not fit the development trajectory of China. On the one hand,
various international regimes regard China’s internal migration and urbanisation since
1978 as the most extensive and unprecedented in human history.” By 2013, China had
experienced an increase of 550 million in its urban population, of which 265 million were
considered “floating”, as most migrants remain formally unsettled and many still travel
back and forth between urban and rural works.'” The total floating population rose to 274
million in 2014, of which about 168 million were working in the urban centres in other
provinces while the rest in smaller cities and county towns closer to their home villages."!

These figures suggest that rural migrants without urban household registration (hukou) are

? Internal Labour Organization, 2006; UN-habitat, 2011.
' National Bureau of Statistics, 2014a; National Health and Family Planning Commission, 2014: preface.
" China Labour Bulletin, 2015.
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the primary source of actual urban population growth. China’s rural migrants thus
constitute the most potentially contentious group in cities; they are deemed necessary for
export-oriented industrial growth but are perpetually denied citizenship because of the

associated financial burden.

On the other hand, hundreds of thousands of urban villages (chengzhongcun) —literally
village amidst the city— in these booming cities have provided affordable shelters and
regulated settlements to the majority of rural migrants. The valuable land in or adjacent to
the city centres is thus ironically reserved for the most disadvantaged groups. Crime and
overcrowding are not uncommon, but the majority of these enclaves have not been
controlled by gangs or entrenched in despair, as observed in many developing countries.
Moreover, private, club and public goods are periodically produced, differentiated and
distributed between various non-state intermediaries and different social groupings. Finally,
these enclaves have nevertheless been rather soft in the wake of urban renewal in recent
years. Negotiations among landlords, tenants and developers can be lengthy but seldom
result in violent contention; during the process, intermediaries have functioned as
regulators, brokers or practitioners, resembling features of — while also adding nuances to —
the thesis of local state corporatism.'” In addition, while other megacities from the North to
the South have cultivated a series of massive strikes, insurgencies and social movements in

. .. . 1
recent years, Chinese cities have remained extremely stable. '

The majority of the
contention or “mass incidents” (qunti shijian) that have occurred in China — with the
exception of labour, health and environment-related protests — have largely been clustered

. 14
in rural areas.

In summary, China’s migrant enclaves are more governed, less contentious, and highly
dynamic but ultimately soft compared with their counterparts in other developing countries.
Some observers would highlight the model’s potential to control externalities: consuming
cheap labour, regulating socio-spatial contestation and retarding political anarchy. Others
suspect that the absence of slums conceals social exclusion and deprives these rural
migrants of an arena for resistance. Some would even refer to this situation as an indicator

of enduring political conformity. In other words, the preconditions for the emergence of

1201, 1999; Unger and Chan, 2008.
1 See Tarrow, 2005; Harvey, 2012; Wallace, 2014.
'* Cf. O’Brien and Li, 2006; Cai, 2010; Chen. 2013,
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slums were observed in China, but the outcomes were not. This negative situation brings
attention to the relations between development and governance along with the interactions

between different institutions and agencies in China’s urban grassroots.

Certainly, even the most established theories in the social sciences have had exceptions for
which no single case can offer confirmation of a theory.'> However, Gerring and Mahoney
and Goetz noted that one crucial case or negative case that is rigorously designed and
thoroughly deliberated could disprove a theory or identify an overlooked variable or
mechanism.'® Emigh and George and Bennett also respectively affirmed the merits of
investigating a negative case for its potential theoretical expansion and heuristic
purposes.'” The appraisal of China’s “development without slums” phenomenon would
thus indicate the conditions for deviating from this common trajectory and enrich our
understanding of how state, market and non-state actors interact with one another in the

midst of the most unprecedented episode of urban transformation.

THEORETICAL APPROACH AND DEBATES

Historical Institutionalism

This thesis is embedded in historical institutionalism, which employs a historic orientation
to study changes and attends to the ways in which institutions shape behaviours and
outcomes.'® This approach rejects rational choice theory, which assumes that individuals
are self-interest maximisers making choices with perfect information; the approach also
transcends structural functionalism, which deems social actors bred in a specific context or
with an idiosyncratic history to be similar in responding to structurally constituted
situations. '’ Instead, this approach aims to bring temporal dimensions into political
analysis, insisting that “political development is often punctuated by critical moments”™ in
which “specific patterns of timing and sequence matter and a wide range of social

. 2
outcomes may be possible”. %

¥ King et al., 1994: 66-70.

'® Gerring, 2007:236; Mahoney and Goertz, 2004:653.
'" Emigh, 1997; George and Bennett, 2005:81-82.

'8 Hall and Taylor, 1996.

' Thelen, 1999; Steinmon, 2008.

2% pierson, 2000:251.
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Because historical institutionalism concerns interactive relations and recurring mechanisms,
concepts such as increasing returns and path dependence and methods such as micro-
narrative and process tracing are considered vital. This view of history is not deterministic
and is not a calculative sum of intentions. Historical-institutionalists, in contrast to
rationalists, do not merely serve to reduce uncertainty and inform decisions, and they are
not potent in sanctioning actions, as assumed by the structuralists. ' Rather, initial
conditions shape critical junctures, but outcomes, intended or unintended, are determined
by the interplay between institutions and actors within a bounded territory. Actors are both
the objects and agents of events, whereas “institutions configure strategies, strategies can

remake institutions”.>?

This spatial-temporal orientation enables us to examine the changing dynamics through
which Chinese cities have been able to manage the unprecedented migrant contestation.
One concern pertains to the ways in which China’s migrant enclaves differ from those in
the developing world, along with the implications for social inequality and political
stability. I thus examine the historical and institutional foundations for the living space of
different social groups and for the different ways in which public goods are produced,
differentiated and distributed in urban villages during decentralisation and privatisation.
Another concern is the impetus for grassroots agencies to maintain, regulate or
contemplate socio-political order in the migrant enclaves as well as their relations with
state apparatuses. | thus reveal the coercion, patronage and exit point mechanisms by
which collective compliance dominates organised resistance during everyday trades, land
appropriation and urban renewal.”> The changes and continuity in formal institutions are
emphasised as much as the informal exchanges among grassroots officials, village bosses,
clan chiefs, native villagers and rural migrants. This study hence aims to describe the
complexity of these interactions and to consider the recurring pattern within them. It
analyses how regime shapes the boundaries of contestation and is, in turn, shaped by the
repertoires of the agency. It also explains why diverse patterns of regime resilience are

conditioned by the contrasting identities, strengths and cohesion of their capitalist class or

*! Pierson, 2004: 10-16.

22 Hay and Wincott, 1998:954-955; Ma, 2007:64. It has been noted that neo-institutionalism is galvanised by
both formal theory and applied economics to explain human behaviour, and thus cannot be fully detached
from rational choice theory. See Bates, 2014.

2 See Hirschman, 1978 on the exit-voice strategies in reaction to discontents with the state.
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political elite.”* This analysis inevitably invites us to examine the nature of the Chinese
regime at central and various local levels in relations to its nuanced form of grassroots

politics during rapid socioeconomic transition.

Authoritarian Resilience and Its Boundaries

China’s increasing integration with the global economy and its continuous exchange with
other open societies while at times preserving its uncontested one-party rule are not only
challenging the theory of democratisation but also reinvigorating the conceptualisation of
effective governance, independent of rigid regime typology. With the collapse of
“enduring authoritarianism” in the Middle East after the Arab Spring, China’s communist
regime stands alone as the most visible and salient deviation. Various new typologies have
emerged to capture the old regime’s robustness in adapting to waves of internal crises and
external challenges.” Central to these classifications are the capacity and flexibility of the
Chinese state in absorbing social grievances, enforcing decrees and policies and ensuring
continuous economic growth. The use of fear and the appeal to ideology have not been

altogether abandoned, but they are no longer the dominant ruling strategies.

Although observers agree on the transformation of the Chinese regime, they disagree on its
sources of resilience.?® One school of thought emphasises the power of institutional
adaptation, which is capable of recruiting meritocratic civil servants, ensuring government
accountability, stabilising political elite succession and incorporating collaborative
corporatism.?’ These accounts imply that democracy is prohibited but substituted with
effective governance. Another school of thought highlights the robustness of an interactive
realm in which rightful resistance is tolerated, policy deliberation is encouraged and social
organisations are absorbed.”® Implicit in these arguments is the claim that despite the lack
of competitive and liberal institutions, the essence of deliberative or consultative

governance has been practised or at least the seeds of pluralism have been sown.

In recent years, the divergence discussed above has contributed to contradictory

assessments of the durability of the regime. Some observers insist on the resilient

* See Tilly, 2006; Sidel, 2008; Slater, 2010.

3 Posusney, 2004; Bellin, 2012; Levitsky and Way, 2010.

2% Nathan, 2003.

2 Yang, 2004: 187-192; Tsai, 2007:188-191; Shambaugh, 2008; 161-181; Heinemann and Perry, 2011:8-15.
8 O’Brien and Li, 2006: 123-129; He and Warren, 2011:269-270; Wang, 2011:126-129.

15



weaknesses of this model, including a weakened but increasingly predatory state, political
instability generated by factional politics and endemic corruption.*’ Other observers,
including Nathan and Shambaugh who initiated the concepts of authoritarian resilience and
party-state adaptation, reach the same conclusion but emphasise structural and exogenous
challenges, such as the staggering increase in “mass incidents”, the dilemma of
simultaneously maintaining economic growth and addressing environmental pollution, an
increasingly informed public and new channels of mobilisation under the digital revolution
and greater financial uncertainty following China’s further integration into the global

economy. >

The above claims share the assumption that the Chinese state is a monolithic entity
working against society. However, this assumption, which builds on the division between
the state and civil society, has been criticised as extraneous. Several anthropological and
organisational studies reveal that state apparatuses and nongovernmental organisations
(NGOs) in China have interdependent rather than antagonist relationships.’' Furthermore,
the claim that China is resting on a social volcano is contradicted by results obtained in
large-scale nationwide and citywide surveys.>> Rather, non-zero-sum outcomes have
emerged from dynamic interactions at the grassroots level. The periodic occurrence of
resistance is interpreted not as critical threat to the regime but as valuable source of
information. The nature of the Chinese regime is thus referred to as “deliberative

authoritarianism”, “bargained authoritarianism” or “contentious authoritarianism’>*

In fact, these disagreements are both normative and methodological. The structural
tradition implies that an uncompetitive and corrupt system, regardless of how adaptive it is,
has institutional and structural limits in its response to momentous changes in the Chinese
economy and society. Such observers also have good reasons to doubt the reliability of the
survey results obtained in an authoritarian regime. Public support for the former Soviet

states or communist ideology was as high as 85 per cent in the late 1980s, but these

¥ Pei, 2006; Li, 2012.

3% Friedman, 2009; Diamond, 2012; Nathan, 2013, Shambaugh, 2013.
! Hsu, 2010; Teets, 2013.

32 Wright, 2010:162-180; Whyte, 2012:181-191.

3 He and Warren, 2011; Lee and Zhang, 2013; Chen, 2013.

16



regimes collapsed several years later, thus illustrating the entrenched phenomenon of

public lies, private truths, and false consciousness under totalitarianism.>*

By contrast, the rational choice tradition finds persistent support for and informed
acceptance of the existing socio-political order, which are dynamic products of China’s
idiosyncratic history, socialist legacies and adaptive mechanisms. Because of the
expansion of the private sphere, these observers consider survey data to be more authentic
and reliable than data in the Cold War era. These observers also insist that it is impossible
to discuss domination, subordination, or false consciousness without thoroughly describing
and challenging the interplay at the grassroots level, where contingency is frequent in
everyday politics and negotiation is conductive to governance.’” Regime matters because it
embodies “a set of formal and informal rules that that determine what interests are
represented” and whether such interests can constrain the leadership; however, regime type
is often not determinative as the trajectories and outcomes are subjected to each regime’s

origins, linkage and leverage. *°

These analyses consider China’s post-socialist transition as largely a zero-sum game
between the state and the market or between the state and civil society. Economic
development and political stability have been attributed to the efficient market and
underdeveloped civil society, respectively, beneath the coercive state. Often lacking in
these static accounts are the interplay between institutional adaptations and social changes,
the mechanisms through which formal institutions shape informal agencies’ self-perception,
and the process through which informal exchanges reveal loopholes and trigger
adjustments. Recently, several cutting-edge comparative studies of China’s local states
have proven the merits of adopting a relational approach to examining the changing
penetration of China’s state power, through which it contingently defends, offends or
interacts with the grassroots agencies or civil society. The turn towards the dynamics of
local politics consolidates new concepts such as bargained policymaking or resilient
governance, through which the contestations between state and grassroots society along

with their recurring patterns can be better described and analysed.

* Kuran, 1991:37.
3% Zhang, 2001; Hsu, 2007; Perry and Goldman, 2007.
3% Geddes et al. 2014:313; Levitsky and Way, 2010: 37-39.

17



The debate over the nature and limits of China’s adaptive governance will continue. I aim
to contribute to this debate by offering a rigorous contextual analysis that traces the
dynamics of grassroots governance under immense contestation and in semi-enclosed
urban enclaves. Power, as theorised by Bourdieu, Foucault, Gramsci and Lefebvre, is
relational by nature and is important when it is operational in a given territory. Based on
this understanding, this study examines the relational capacity of the grassroots regime and
its non-state collaborators under constant challenges. By relational capacity, I refer to the
processes or mechanisms that enable grassroots agencies to adjust their public and social
functions during the course of market reforms. Emphasis is given to the micro-mechanisms
of public goods provision, allocation and maintenance in the migrant enclaves, as well as
to assess the evolving boundaries of despotic power and infrastructural power. The former
refers to the state’s coercive authority over society whereas the latter refers to the state’s
capacity to penetrate society to enforce its policies. According to Michael Mann, these two
forms of power though coexist, are often in conflict with one another in an authoritarian

context where the regime aims to maximise dominance and control.

Beyond the Lens of Civil Society and State Corporatism

Few scholars dispute that there has been an emergence or — resurgence — of intermediate
associations in post-1978 China. Yet, they often disagree on which theoretical framework
is most applicable to understanding and conceptualising the development of this
intermediate realm along with the associated changes in China’s state-society relations.
The debate not only involves which theoretical lens better describes and analyses this
social reality, but also whether the intermediaries have stimulated significant changes in

China’s polity that may lead to democratisation.

At the one end, civil society theory affirms the rise of an intermediate level of organisation.
Rooted in the liberal tradition, civil society theorists, such as John Keane and Robert
Putnam, describe society as independent from and in opposition with the state.”” With the
collapse of the communist regimes in Eastern Europe, China’s dissenters in exile and
Western observers also hoped for a civil society that fostered democracy and encouraged
regime changes. Joel Migdal and Robert Miller, who admit the concept’s European

orientation, recognised that it is applicable to the study of regime transition in developing

37 Keane, 1998; Putnam, 1993.

18



countries.*® This intellectual and historical origin is reflective of why China’s socio-
political transition is frequently contrasted with post-Soviet states rather than Southeast
Asian competitive authoritarianism, despite the latter’s greater dependence on the state and

similar institutional and cultural conditions to China.

Certainly, the growth and the role of nongovernmental organisations (NGOs) are evident in
China. The number of registered organisations rose from 4,446 in 1988 to 319,762 in 2005.
Of these organisations 171,150 are social organisations, 147,637 are non-profits and 975
are foundations.” Many grassroots and foreign NGOs have indeed committed to providing
medical services and education to the disadvantaged, easing poverty, promoting human
rights and engaging in environmental protection — thus fulfilling functions abandoned by
the state and meeting new challenges generated by marketisation.*’ Apart from these
welfare and social functions, some scholars also stress the democratic practices through
voluntary contribution and horizontal engagements. Green activism in coastal cities in the
early 2000s is regarded as the “sites and agents of democratic social change in China”. *!

Labour-NGOs are associated with the empowerment of migrant workers and the

accountability of local governments in labour protection.*” The rise in and spread of civic

networks, home-grown associations and relief efforts during and after the Sichuan

Earthquake in 2008 is framed as the beginning of an “independent and nascent civil society”

in China. **

Although these transformations have depended on citizens’ participation in public affairs,
China’s NGOs are considered to be poorly structured, lacking of internal trust and heavily
regulated by the state. ** Since 2010, repeated crackdowns on NGOs and independent
activists have occurred. As of 2015, the second draft of the Law on Administration of
Overseas NGOs reaffirmed the system’s control over influential NGOs in which the
Ministry of Public Security has replaced the Ministry of Civil Affairs to regulate foreign
NGOs, which are subjected to rigid protocols for registering, accepting donations and

operating in sensitive domains. Whereas the state’s capacity and determination to swiftly

¥ Migdal, 1988; Miller, 1992.

3% Waston, 2008:37.

0 Jie, 2006.

I Yang, 2005:65.

* Chan, 2012.

3 Shien and Deng, 2011:184-185.
“ Ho, 2011; Teets, 2013.
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alter its reliance on certain non-state agents is telling, the inability or reluctance of
supposedly independent NGOs to challenge such restrictions and censorship calls into

question the applicability of the civil society framework.

At the end of the theoretical spectrum is the notion of corporatism that regards intermediate
associations as primarily serving organised and statist interests. Schmitter defines state
corporatism as a form of interest representation featuring monopolistic, centralised and
non-democratic associations that organised around or imposed by the state.* Anita Chan
and Johnathan Unger contend that the spread of intermediate associations should not be
mistaken as the vigour of civil society in China. Despite the increase in individual
autonomy and the expansion of the market sphere, the great majority of these social
organisations are endorsed by, subsidised through or dependent upon the state. The state
has continued to designate and regulate the associations between different sectorial groups,
allowing for their interests to be properly represented and relying on them to maintain

stability through surrogates within each segment or organisation.*

Collaborating interests and using non-state actors has since then strengthened, not
weakened, the authoritarian state in terms of its despotic and infrastructural power. Rather
than promoting an independent agenda and solidifying horizontal networks, most of these
social associations, GONGOs and even grassroots NGOs, are largely performing essential
but costly social functions during privatisation and enabling the state to re-infiltrate the
grassroots society during decentralisation. Above all, they are always prohibited from
organising migrant workers into unions, representing the rights of ethnic minorities and
advocating religious freedom and freedom of the press — domains that are monopolised and
handled exclusively by the state. State corporatism in this regard “provides a more accurate

description of what has been emerging [in contemporary China]”."’

Several studies have further extended the particularity of China’s corporatism. Compared
with other East Asian states, where state-corporate collaboration is embedded in the central
government or seasoned bureaucrats and sectorial associations or conglomerates, China’s

model of corporatism is said to be relatively fragmented and localised. Over the course of

* Schimitter, 1979:13.
® Walder, 1986; Unger and Chan, 2008.
47 Chan and Unger, 1993:39.
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privatisation and decentralisation, business-minded local states have fulfilled the dual role
of regulator and player. Township-village enterprises (xiangzhen giye or TVEs), which
have a strong state presence and collective shares, are identified as the source of China’s
improved agricultural efficiency, reduced rural-urban inequality and rapid economic
growth from 1978 to the mid-1990s.*® Recently, Jennifer and Hsu reaffirmed the validity
of local state corporatism by correlating the success of certain NGOs in Shanghai to their

. . . . 4
connections and interactions with local state systems.*’

Although the notion of local state corporatism is well developed, its analyses present
potential shortcomings. First, the majority of these studies are oriented in rural areas where
local state and collective enterprises are relatively coercive and autonomous, are subjected
to moderate public scrutiny and encounter fewer challenges from competitive interests. It
becomes imperative to examine whether the theory applies equally well to urban areas with
more severe spatial, social and economic contestations that extend across diverse
communities and multiple divisions.’® Second, many of these studies are devoted to
examining and revealing the growing economic roles of grassroots regime, such as
township governments, VCs and TVEs, during market transitions. They, logically or
unintentionally, underplay and underestimate the public and persistent functions of the
urban grassroots regime and its relations with the intermediaries. However, comparative
evidence suggests that corporatist interests, no matter how powerful, do not always
dominate the realm of public goods provision and welfare service management. Instead,
the political process is often governed by recurrent bargaining between the state and the

society, rather than in the form of mandated concessions assigned by the state.

Intermediaries between the State and Society

Some scholars insist that these theories are frequently at odds with China’s social reality.”!
Philip Huang proposes a “trinary conception” that goes beyond state-centred corporatism
or society-oriented civil society theory. His research on civil justice mediation and the
survival of small peasant communities in both imperial and Republican China reveals the
existence of an intermediate space between state and society in which both parties

participate. This third realm or an in-between space is where the twin processes of state

* Cf. Duckett, 1998; Oi, 1999; Huang, 2008.

* Jennifer and Hsu, 2014.

*0 The applicability of local state corporatism in the rural area has also been contested. See Yep, 2000.
>! Ong and Zhang, 2008; Heilmann and Perry, 2010; Read, 2012; Cai, 2012.
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intervention in society and societal assumption of state authority interact, negotiate and
operate. While privatisation weakened central power vis-a-vis local power in contemporary
China, the local government and local society have worked together to expand their
communal networks and public functions.> In this light, Huang is proposing a multifaceted,
dynamic, and intertwined concept of state-society relations in which the intermediate realm

1s mediating conflicts, deepening networks and modernising changes.

Similarly, Prasenjit Duara’s study of state-strengthening efforts in Republican China also
suggests a “cultural nexus” in which the autonomy of rural leaders is produced and
capitalised into formal and informal groups. Although these groups enable the state to
collect taxes and maintain social order, their authority is dependent on their constant
response to social needs and their ability to negotiate for diverse communities.”® In short,
both Huang and Duara reject the binary opposition between state and society, which is
heavily shaped by the state-making process and bourgeois public sphere in early modern
European historical context. This defies the complex, prismatic and sometimes paradoxical

processes involved in the making of communal power and grassroots order.

Contrary to conventional wisdom, this intermediate realm has endured in communist China.
In her widely acclaimed study, Vivienne Shue delineates Mao’s China’s evolution polity
during which state penetration was less widespread and highly uneven. By introducing the
“honeycomb” structure of rural society, Shue challenges the concept of a state-versus-
society dichotomy and exhibits the limits of the reach of the state countered by merged
associations and everyday norms of the grassroots.”® Instead of being blind followers of
Chairman Mao, Shaoguang Wang suggests that the red guards of the Cultural Revolution
were embedded but “rational actors” who calculated, either consciously or subconsciously,
their risks and rewards. By linking the political elite and institutionalising fractional
struggles, these social actors managed to filter top-down orders and defend the existing
distribution of local power.”> Shue and Wang thus provide a coherent yet multifaceted
description of reality in urban and rural China, and at normal and contentious periods
during which the state and society worked concurrently to institutionalise their conflicts

and to secure their interests.

>2 Huang, 1993.

33 Duara, 1988:39-40.
>* Shue, 1988; 123-154.
> Wang, 1995: 5-17.
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In recent years, these understudied and nuanced realms have begun to draw more scholarly
attention. Benjamin Read reveals how neighbourhood associations in reforming China are
not mere creations of the state but are embedded in the society. By accommodating both
the state and the market, they are fulfilling public roles and meeting community
expectations. While hierarchy does exist in the urban grassroots, intermediary associations’
dependency towards to local state apparatuses does not necessarily entail clientelism.
Instead, the difference in economic resources, institutional alternatives, and communal
norms or discretional authority between the “superior” and “subordinates” are factors that
truly distinguish the logics of horizontal solidarity and the power dynamics in each
locality.”® Similarly, Li Zhang, David Bray and You-tien Hsing in their respective studies
explain why kinship networks, danwei legacies and socialist land masters in urban China
occupy the intermediate space through which local apparatuses, offend, defend and interact
with the masses.”” As demonstrated by my fieldwork in the urban villages, these reciprocal
relations or circular negotiation have not disappeared but proliferated through privatisation
and decentralisation. In a similar vein but different lens, Vanessa Fong and Rachel Murphy
defy the state-centred perspective of discounting the dilemma and complexity at the
margins of Chinese society. Peasants and migrants, despite being discriminated by the
hukou system and denied of certain political and civil rights, are proven to have
productively engaged in the making of their social citizenship and becoming an integral
part of Chinese cities.’® By referring to such multifaceted developments, this thesis
examines the dynamics in which certain state agendas are neutralised and absorbed by

society, whereas others are not.

Certainly, one should not underestimate the more structural inequalities in relations to
resources and power beneath this synergy of state power and social forces. These
inequalities have been increasingly rationalised in high-modern planning and legitimated
through global capitalism. Nor does this thesis aim to showcase a “harmonious society”
specific to China. Instead, it describes the mechanisms and reasons underlying conditions
in which conflicts have emerged and have been reproduced and institutionalised over the

course of rapid urbanisation and intensified privatisation. By taking advantage of the

%6 Read, 2012:17-20.
°7 Zhang, 2001; Bray, 2006; Hsing, 2010.
¥ Fong and Murphy, 2006:6-8.
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tensions and collaboration between the different segments of the local states and among the
non-state agents, intermediaries bargain with the regime without comprising their roles or
purposes. As the Chinese context exhibits particular qualities for checking urban diseases,
providing public goods and managing social order, it is also of practical relevance to

students studying development and modernisation.

Admittedly, social scientists, like natural scientists, often appreciate the ability of simple
theories to illustrate and conceptualise the complex world. However, as the proverb says,
“Everything should be as simple as possible, but not simpler”. This thesis thus stresses the
particular manifestations but also analyses the prevailing contractions within the context of
China’s social transformation, namely between surviving socialist institutions and new
market forces, despotic power and infrastructural power, and landed peasants and migrant
workers. This process of multifaceted, intertwined and evolving state-society relations
demands a more nuanced description and middle-range theorisation. In this light, China’s
“development without slums” phenomenon is by no means isolated from many developing

countries that have experienced similar stages of urbanisation and capital accumulation.

State-Society Relations in Urban Grassroots

In recent years, the Chinese government has regarded the need to provide more and better-
quality public goods and services in urban communities as an urgent task to alleviate social
tensions and enhance political legitimacy. One of the crucial impetuses of reform comes
from the transition from work-unit (danwei) to community (shequ) governance.’’ As the
market has gradually replaced the state in terms of economic production and social service
distribution, the danwei’s administrative and residential units could no longer dominate
and regulate the urban landscape. Two major policy initiatives have been implemented to
address this socio-political vacuum. In 2004, the central government reinvigorated resident
committees (jumin weiyuanhui) to institutionalise a nationwide community building
process. This process aimed to restructure and empower the urban community as a
resourceful, efficient and dynamic grassroots regime that is capable of coordinated and
effective governance. In 2008, the central government further adopted “social management”
(shehui guanli) or “community governance” (shequ zhili) as the overarching governing

framework. This framework aimed to foster flexibility and diversity in social service

> Bray, 2006: 530.
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provision by decentralising state functions to private and non-state actors while
simultaneously allowing the state to maintain distant control under a regulatory and

corporatist framework.*’

These urban governance initiatives have generated contrasting views of the nature of state-
society relations in contemporary China. One school of research refers to these schemes as
an indicator of administrative modernisation that promotes impartiality and rationality,
injects pluralism into public policy formulations, and ultimately alters traditional state-
society relations. The creation of social welfare intermediaries is regarded either as
independent and institutionalised space towards a more dynamic and assertive civil society
or as a cohesive and resourceful realm that can nurture connection with social actors.'
Another group of scholars, however, argues that state control is evident across China’s
neighbourhood governance. These researchers claim that state-led governance has allowed
the state to penetrate the grassroots, to strengthen their social control and to reduce their
costs of governance.®® The production of community building is viewed as an indicator of
an increasingly empowered and confident grassroots regime that is capable of turning

challenges into inform governance.

As Alagappa notes, “[t]here is no necessary connection between civil society and
democracy; civil society can have both democratic and antidemocratic effects”. ®> From
this perspective, civil society is neither a vehicle conductive to civil employment and
pluralism nor a realm that is fully created and controlled by the party-state. Rather, civil
society is regarded not an entity ontologically distinct from the state, and both often form
collaborative and symbiotic — but contingent — partnerships with one another.®* This
trajectory raises a central question regarding the concurrent triumphs of both non-state
actors and the party-state, which has generated an extensive range scholarship in the
literature on civil society in general and in China in particular. Less prevalent in the
discussion is the grassroots politics in China’s transitional space and hybrid enclave. This
political realm has not been fully explored, as students of political economy are driven to

assess the corporatist nature of local states, of contentious politics to analyse how rightful

5 pieke, 2012; Fewsmith, 2012; Tang, 2015.

6! Zhang, 2004; Spires, Tao and Chan, 2014.

62 Bray, 2006; Read, 2007; Lee and Zhang, 2013.
5 Alagappa, 2004: 40.

6 Mertha, 2009; Spires, 2011, Teets, 2013.
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resistance is conducted in rural areas, of migrant studies to examine how inequality and
control is reproduced in factory dormitories, and of urban politics to reveal how state

power is penetrated through RCs.

However, migrant enclaves represent a dynamic socio-political space where contestation is
potentially vast but the outcome is surprisingly stable: their inhabitants are not completely
urban, but they are supported by their rural systems and networks; their grassroots regimes
are not merely an extension of the state, but they are not entirely the creation of society; the
inhabitants of urban villages are included in cities for the purpose of sustaining the export-
oriented economy, but the land upon which urban villages are built is essential for
fostering further urban development. Although some scholars have studied the dependence
of RCs in urban governance, the roles of joint-stock companies (gufen gongsi) in TVEs,
and the nature of informal migrant settlements in separate studies, few researchers have
studied these aspects within a combined political process in which the grassroots regime
and non-state actors defend, offend and interact with one another. These state-society
interactions reveal the conditions under which an intermediate grassroots realm can be

maintained and the trajectory on which it can endure.

RESEARCH QUESTION AND OBJECTIVES

The literature review above situates the “development without slums” phenomenon in the
existing theoretical debates and explains the need for nuanced empirical data. First of all,
despite the institutional discrimination and social exclusion of rural migrants, urban
villages that accommodate more than two-thirds of China’s 274 million migrants have
been relatively regulated and minimally contentious. An explanation in terms of the
authoritarian regime is insufficient, as open, periodic and popular protests have emerged in
rural China since the late 1990s.®> Organised labour strikes have also become increasingly
apparent in the industrial zones and factories since the mid-2000s.° In recent years, the
urban middle class has periodically resorted to protests to voice their discontent over issues
in the environment and health security. Why are the migrant enclaves, which are

supposedly more contentious during the course of the economic and geographical

85 Cf. O’Brien and Li, 2006; Cai, 2006; Chen, 2013.
% Lee, 2007; Pun and Chan, 2012.
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transitions, an exception? More precisely, why do these migrants mainly go on strike for
their working conditions but not for their living conditions? These dynamics of collective
action may be explained by the idea that these rural migrants (nongmingong) are
constrained to becoming semi-proletariat: neither peasants (nongming) nor workers
(gongren) under various institutions; earning wages but retain access to land as a means of
subsistence; residing in sporadic urban villages instead of common workers communities;
and trapped in a growth pattern in which capital is highly exploitative, yet relative poverty
rather than absolute poverty appears to be a gain.®’ This type of negative or particular
phenomenon in China focuses our attention on how political power is exercised and social

order is maintained in these arenas of contestation occupied by the floating population.

Although a number of sociological or ethnological studies provide contextual and lucid
accounts of the form and power of specific urban villages in the 1990s, no existing studies
have acknowledged the implications of the absence of slums. Most of these studies are also
situated in North China and in relatively homogenous villages. °® A single case study with
four embedded and heterogeneous urban villages consisting of dynamic institutions and
multiple actors would enable us to survey how urban villages are formed and prevented
from developing into massive slums, to examine the specific power dynamics within a
semi-enclosed space, and to explain urban China’s spatial-political arrangements through a
negative lens. Having been trained as a political scientist, I am particularly interested in
exploring how grassroots interests are articulated and how patronage is sustained when

electoral machine and competition are absent.

Although all city planners and mainstream developmental scholars would regard the
absence of slums as a success, the phenomenon is actually more complicated. From a
normative perspective, slums, housing the most disadvantaged members of society, should
not be perceived merely as hotbeds of poverty or as symbols of vice. Rather, slums might
constitute a space for everyday assimilation and resistance, function as an inclusive
political community, and depict a pattern of disenfranchisement and inequality prevalent
under global capitalism. ® This perspective requires an interactive approach to

documenting and understanding migrants’ perceptions of the governed space and their

" Thompson, 1963: 129, 408-410; Pun and Lu, 2010:497-498.
6% Zhang, 2001; Bray, 2005; Xiang, 2005; Li. 2009.
5 See Scott, 1987; Suttles, 1968; Whyte, 1993; Smith, 2008; Fishers et al., 2014.
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relationships with the state and other social actors. Motivated by these empirical and

theoretical concerns, my primary research question is framed as follows:

What types of institutions and mechanisms have enabled China’s grassroots regime to
manage its migrant contestation and to regulate its socio-political order during
privatisation and urbanisation and in the absence of electoral politics?

This question involves the following components or objectives: 1) describing China’s
urban development and institutional changes from a historic and comparative perspective;
2) tracing the pattern of migrant contestation along with assimilation, integration or
resistance in the formal city; 3) examining the patronage relationships among city officials
who possess coercive power, village bosses who seize economic resources and clan chiefs
who enjoy communal authority and between native villagers as landlords and rural
migrants as tenants; 4) explaining the role and capacity of intermediaries in providing
public goods and regulating social order; and 5) assessing the changing dynamics of
China’s grassroots politics during the course of decentralisation, privatisation and urban

rationalisation in the absence of electoral machines and competition.

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

The fieldwork for this study was conducted between March 2012 and August 2014,
covering four urban villages in Shenzhen’s dual administrative structure. This design
depicts a representative urban trajectory in a sunbelt city in China that is both the symbol
and the frontier of market reforms. This design also controls for demographic, economic
and institutional factors in the field sites to reveal the temporal change in grassroots

interactions and to capture the recurring pattern of grassroots negotiations.

In China, affiliation with a local university is an important first step when conducting
intense fieldwork. This affiliation avoids intervention from street-level cadres and enables
societal cooperation.”” My affiliations with the University of Science and Technology of
China and Sun Yat-sen University granted me access to the relevant official archives,

social organisations and target populations. My personal connections and three months of

7 Carlson et al., 2010:20-21.
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residence in the field sites are also vital to earn the trust of the local bosses, villagers and

migrants.

A Single Case Study with Embedded Subunits

As China’s first Special Economic Zone (SEZ) and a hub for rural-urban migration,
Shenzhen exhibits a typical trajectory of spatial contestation during market reforms.
Shenzhen, along with Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou, is now ranked as one of four
first-tier cities (yixian chengshi) in China. Between 1979 and 2011, Shenzhen maintained
an average annual GDP growth rate of 24.8 per cent, and it evolved from a county of fewer
than 314,000 people to a metropolis with an urban population of more than 10 million, of
whom 75 per cent are rural migrants, representing our primary unit of analysis.”' But in
order to examine the interplay of power and resources and between different agencies, the
voices and behaviours of streel-level officials, village bosses, clan chiefs and native

villagers are also attended and examined.

Until 2010, Shenzhen retained a dual administrative structure that divided the municipality
into two divisions. Figure 3 illustrates the boundary of these divisions along with the land
occupied by urban village settlements. One administration governed the districts of Luohu,
Futian, Nanshan, Yantian, and several early industrial zones designated as the inner city
(guannei). The territorial jurisdiction of the SEZ was restricted to this 395 km? of land and
included 91 administrative villages. The other administration governed the districts of
Bao’an and Longgang as well as the new high-tech zones in the suburbs. This area
included 239 administrative villages spread across 1,553 km? of land in the outskirts

districts (guanwai).”

Figure 3 Distribution of Urban Villages in Shenzhen Administrative Divisions

" National Bureau of Statistics, 2012b; Shenzhen Urban Planning, Land and Resources Commission, 2011:
14.
72 Shenzhen Statistics Bureau, 2012a; Shenzhen Urban Village Redevelopment Office, 2005:2.
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Urban Village Settlements
- Special Economic Zone (Guannei)
:] Outskirts Districts (Guanwai)

Source: Compiled from Shenzhen Urban Planning Bureau, 2005: 14-15

These villages share several similarities. All of these villages have transformed into
heterogeneous communities as a result of intensive rural-urban migration, illustrating the
dynamic contestations between native villagers and different groups of rural migrants.
They are also large urban villages of comparable size whose demands for public goods are
immediate and immense. Each village except one has been informally governed by a joint-
stock company (JC gufen gongshi) that is a privatised village committee (VC cunmin
weiyuanhui). The shareholders of each company are the native villagers, who range in
number from 800 to 1,150. One to three resident committees (RC jumin weiyuanhui)
formally govern each of the urban villages, which are de jure self-governing bodies but de
facto roots of the state.”” The official number of staff for each RC has been capped at 7

personnel, with additional funding for recruiting approximately 20 helpers.

However, these urban villages also differ from one another in several ways. The four field
sites are dispersed among the districts of Luohu, Futian, Bao’an and Longgang; hence, the
city government governs two of them, and two county governments govern the other pair.
Another difference lies in the tenants of these urban villages. Office workers and small

entrepreneurs primarily reside in the guannei urban villages, whereas factory workers,

3 Read, 2003, 2007.
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janitors and guards primarily cluster in the guanwai urban villages. A third difference is
the business networks of the villages: although their customers include migrants and
urbanites, the guannei urban villages concentrate on both retailing and wholesaling,
whereas urban guanwai villages primarily serve individual households. The combined
effect is a divergence in wealth that conditions the ability and willingness to provide public

goods and regulate public space.

The similarities and differences constitute a research design that is referred to as an
“embedded case study”. A total of four urban villages across four districts are selected as
the subunits of analysis for the situation in Shenzhen, where migrant contention is strong
and continuous. This research design allows for a thick description of the order, trades and
residents of the four villages. Multiple data are used, and replicated conditions are
identified for comparison with our operational definition of “slums” and to reveal the
complexity of the grassroots order in urban China. Moreover, the research design helps to
verify whether the robustness of macro-institutions and intermediary associations are direct
and wide-reaching, despite the differences in administration, demographics and economics.
The inclusion of embedded subunits thus increases the possibility that the inferences

obtained from a single case study reflect “replication rather than sampling logic”.”*

Quantitative Data

This thesis aims to measure the micro-mechanisms involved in managing migrant
contestation and reinforcing reciprocal relations. This objective involves both quantitative
and qualitative data collection because the boundaries of such dynamics are typically
contingent and not divisible. Official national and municipal statistical yearbooks along
with statistical collections at the county and street levels were analysed to provide an
overview of China’s demographic and economic situation and particularly to assist in the
interpretation of qualitative data. The China Core Newspapers Full-text Database
(CNKl.net) provided access to these newspapers and enabled keyword searches. This
enables me to examine the intensity of this issue and the changes in official framing or

public perceptions of urban villages and of their dwellers.

Archival Research

™ Yin, 2013:57-58.
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I conducted archival research at Shenzhen’s Municipal Archive and City Planning Archive.
Although much information is withheld because of the 30-year rule that protects
government records from being released to the public, some pre-1984 records related to the
origins and policy initiatives of Shenzhen have been reviewed. These archives contain
internal publications and data collection. Through applications to relevant bureaus or
agencies, selective open data on city finances, urban improvement projects and the hukou
system were obtained.” Moreover, the libraries of Shenzhen municipality and Futian and
Luohu districts include many local newspapers and Chinese journals. Their reference
libraries also collect working reports and audit memos on city planning and urban village
redevelopment. Another good collection was the chorography (difangzhi) that documents
the historic, administrative and demographic details of each district, which has been
updated and released since 2010. These dense secondary materials may not be necessarily

reliable but serve as reference points for searching or verifying primary data.

Residence in Urban Villages

The most intensive episodes of my fieldwork involved three months of residence in two
urban villages located in guannei and guanwai and periodical visits to other field sites to
conduct documentary research, interviews and participant observations. Uncle Lou, one of
my informants, helped me arrange a temporary residence, in one of the many apartments
that he owned or sub-rented in the Shi Village, from 2 March to 14 April 2013. Situated on
the main avenue and adjacent to the JC’s main building, the apartment served as a
dormitory for JC employees where the emergent deployment and everyday services of the
company’s employees are concurrently catered. I stayed with two roommates in a three-
bedroom apartment. One of my roommates was a sub-contractor of the Teochew clan and
the other was a junior captain of the collective security team who had worked in the village
and lived in the dormitory for over five years. We shared the bathroom, kitchen facilities

and home appliances, and the living room, which facilitated our interaction.

Although we rarely cooked for ourselves, and even less often for each other, we regularly

gathered for dinner and drinks starting from my first week of residence. Such social

7> The Open Government Information Regulation establishes a legal framework to disclose information to the
public, but its implementation varies by region and agency. Some areas require application to be made by a
local citizen, whereas others accept a foreign researcher affiliated with a Chinese university as sufficient
grounds. Nationwide, many agencies still disregard such application or insist on confidentiality. See State
Council, 2008.
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gatherings allowed me to take a closer look at the daily routine of these service providers,
appreciate their aspirations and assess their insiders’ views of the order and trades in the
migrant enclaves. More importantly, their friendship allowed me to make connections
within and beyond the urban village and solicited more than a dozen interviews. While
Uncle Lou arranged the top-down or vertical endorsement of my fieldwork, my roommates

activated the horizontal or bottom-up channels.

Between 2 September and 12 October 2013, I moved to the Gong village, located in the
outskirts. This time I completed the renting process alone for three reasons. First, my
investigation was extended to cover the blue-collar migrants that resided primarily in the
outskirts. Second, I sought to gain a first-hand experience of the negotiations and
interactions involved. Third, I aimed to establish my own networks within the urban
village and to test the validity of my observations in the absence of my resourceful
informant. I ended up living in a much more crowded and primitive apartment with five
other migrant workers in their mid-twenties to late thirties. As strangers to each other, our
initial interactions were neither harmonious nor efficient. Yet, because of my ability to
speak their dialects and the sudden departure of two occupants, who moved out to return to
their native places during the third week of my stay, I quickly gained an intermediate

occupant status relative to the old residents and the newcomers.

Due to our closer relationship, most of them agreed to assist my research during their free
time. Apart from giving interviews, some accompanied me to the city and district’s human
resources centres and the others introduced me to their co-workers. At one time or another,
they gathered with me at their favourite restaurants, stores and bars. Such contacts revealed
the trades and occurrences of everyday life in these urban villages, which are not easily
observed or engaged in by an outsider. Initially, I negotiated an affordable four-month
contract to allow me optimal time to earn the trust of the other occupants and to study the
migrant enclaves. With the help of my friends and my daily encounters, the data collection
was completed earlier than expected. Thus, I left my room for them for the remaining two
months. This was a small gesture of gratitude that I offered to my roommates, and at times
informants, who kept me up-to-date on new developments in their villages and their lives
when I travelled back and forth from Hong Kong to Shenzhen to conduct other qualitative

studies.
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Semi-structured Interviews

I was able to conduct in-depth interviews and rich ethnographic accounts because of my
personal connections (guangxi) at the selected sites. Through kinship and networks, I
found two informants who are native villagers and who have rented and managed dozens
of apartments in three of the study sites. Because of their positions and business relations,
these villagers were able to introduce me to several local bosses, clan chiefs, and migrant
workers who further extended our reach in the sites. With the presence of a trusted third
party, the village bosses and clan chiefs were willing to reflect on their views and relations
with the state and other actors as well as to explain their causes in regulating and
developing the villages. Some of these individuals provided access to relevant minutes and
reports and invited me to participate in village functions or clan ceremonies that are
typically reserved for native villagers. This included access to demolished sites that are
exclusive to the representatives of the JCs and real-estate developers. Others shared their
personal stories, including the education standards and career prospects of younger
generations. These semi-structured accounts addressed our goal of obtaining
intergenerational and occupational variations while also identifying new dimensions, such

as the succession crisis among and withdrawing trend in JCs.

A total of 89 semi-structured interviews were conducted within and beyond the sites. These
included 11 interviews with the heads or deputies of JCs and the chiefs of lineage or clans
as well as 25 interviews with native villagers who were either landlords of urban village
apartments or managers of these migrant enclaves. Most of the interviews were conducted
at the interviewees’ offices, shops or nearby restaurants. I further conducted 35 interviews
with rural migrant tenants or workers in the urban villages. I excluded those who had
resided in the city fewer than six months in order to observe the official definition of
migrants and to ensure that the analysis included only those familiar with the spatial and
political settings. Some of these migrants worked in the villages, whereas others worked in
nearby factories or offices. I compared these groups to seek their diverse or recurring

perceptions of the trades and order in the urban villages.

I searched beyond the sites to conduct an additional 18 interviews with city planning
officials, company executives, NGO workers, reporters and researchers. In doing so, |
focused on collaborative evidence of the interactions between intermediate agencies and

municipal apparatuses, between migrant workers and right-based NGOs, and among these
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varied groups. These individuals also provided outsiders’ perspectives, enabling us to
assess the social perception and acceptance of the migrant enclaves. Essentially, the

classification and features of the major actors are as follows:

a) Old or elder migrants refer to those who were born before 1980, most of whom are
less educated, mainly aimed to make money and then returned to their native place.

b) New or young migrants refer to those who were born after 1980, who constituted
17.6 per cent of the migrants in 2011 and exhibited sharp variances from old ones. ’®

¢) Clan chiefs refer to the heads or deputies of ancestry, lineage, kinship or trade
networks who perform both communal and business functions.

d) Village bosses refer to the chairmen or deputies of JCs; most of them were formerly
members of VCs and representatives of local congresses or committees.

e) Native villagers refer to the native peasants who continued to retain their rural hukou
after urban sprawl, and most of them became the landlords of urban villages.

As this thesis mainly addresses the source and role of the intermediaries, the interviewees
were heavily selected from the male elites in the migrant enclaves. Three out of the twenty-
five native villagers that I interviewed were female and only one of them was a landlord. In
chapter 7, I thus tried to provide a more balanced and aggregated view of the female
gender in the assessment of the rural migrants’ views on social order in the urban villages.
Nevertheless, this selection inevitably led to a gender bias and further research is necessary
to uncover the gender-based tension associated with access to land rights and its dividends

and with the extent of social dominance in China’s urban society.

Participant Observations and Data Verification

Language ability proved vital to extending my exposure to these sites and among the
different migrant groups. I was a migrant myself, having been born in Meizhou — a Hakka-
speaking prefecture in Guangdong province — of Teochew ancestry and migrating to Hong
Kong at the age of five. Hence, apart from fluent Putonghua, I also speak native Hakka,
Teochew, and Cantonese, which are the main dialects widely spoken in South China and
its urban villages. By breaking down language and identity barriers, I was able to engage in
daily conversations and access further interview opportunities. I became a more “trusted”

member of the respective clans as my informants were only Cantonese-speaking locals.

76 National Health and Family Planning Commission, 2013:17.
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These interactions provided opportunities to connect with different groups of migrant
households. Dozens of informal conversations were conducted with rural migrants who
were traders, shopkeepers, security guards or ordinary tenants. I attempted to balance the
population of the sample with the use of informal contacts, which allowed for a fair degree
of flexibility and control. The age, occupation and kinship groups that are underrepresented
in the formal interviews were hitherto supplemented by informal conversations. For
example, these informal contacts evidenced the youth and educated generation’s increasing
anxiety, political awareness and negative attitude towards the power relations in the urban

villages and towards the deprivation of their collective land rights by the state.

These everyday contacts enriched the ethnographic accounts and strengthened their
validity.”” With these new connections, I revisited some former interviewees on my own to
verify previous testimonies and to explore new dimensions. These self-developed
connections also brought me to the fourth urban village in the outskirts districts. Of course,
the quantity of information is not comparable to that of the first three villages; for example,
I did not gain access to the clan chiefs or the reports from the JC in the fourth village.
However, this controlled case confirmed that the observations in the three urban villages

were generally reliable and comprehensive.

Ethical Issues and the Politics of Denial

Because of the local situation, written consent was not feasible to obtain, and many
interviewees considered such consent to be a liability rather than a protection. Nevertheless,
verbal consent remained essential, and the interviewees were always informed that they
could withdraw from participation at any time. In this study, I do not reveal the identity of
any local bosses, grassroots officials or rural migrants, and I did not record their
conversations or photocopy their minutes, notes or archives during the fieldwork. Without
their consent and with the potential threat of retaliation from the authoritarian state, I

honoured and rigorously upheld these research ethnics.

However, most interviewees occasionally allowed and even encouraged me to take photos
of the space or the buildings, which would most likely implicitly reveal their identities if

the authorities cared to investigate. I repeatedly raised this concern, and the following were

" Carlson et al., 2010:72.
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the most common responses that I received: “no worries (meishi)”, “that’s a different

matter (nashi lingyi mashi)”, or “carry on (jixuba)!”

Their responses prohibited further clarification, and I was relieved to have the opportunity
to document the field. Their behaviour was not only interesting but also illuminating. I
refer to this behaviour as the politics of denial, indicating that the interviewees were
convinced that they would not be liable as long as they were not openly identified. This
consensual judgement between street-level cadres and village bosses illustrates their
understanding of the norm or trustworthiness of the authorities, most likely nurtured by
precedents or informants. In other words, these individuals were quite certain that they
could avoid breaking hidden rules if they did not explicitly reveal their identity and if they
shared information only with researchers, whose potential to draw media attention and
generate “mass incidents” is low. Most importantly, this behaviour pattern implies the
relative authority and autonomy of the grassroots agencies, which have subsequently

driven me to examine and deliberate on this structured yet informal realm.

ORGANISATION OF THE THESIS

In this introductory chapter, I have outlined how and why an understanding of the
“development without slums” phenomenon is crucial for students who focus on
development and change during rapid urban transformation and in the early stages of
capital accumulation. This focus also provides an opportunity to assess the interplay or
synergy of despotic power and infrastructural power in general and China’s authoritarian
resilience and grassroots autonomy in particular. I discuss the theoretical background that
frames our research questions and objectives and explain why a case study of Shenzhen’s
urban villages involving document research, interviews, and ethnographic accounts is

highly appropriate for studying this anomaly or particularity.

Chapter 2 examines the scale and pace of China’s urban contestation from a comparative
perspective. [ first establish the relations between rapid urbanisation and informal
settlements in developing countries. I then criticise UN-Habitat’s definition of a slum as
merely an aggregated measure of poverty, which neglects the social, political and time

dimensions of slums and thus produces inaccurate cross-national data. I argue that the

37



absence of slums in China requires a more rounded analysis to assess the positive and
normative implications of this setting. An operational definition of a slum involving public
goods provision, social order maintenance and the durability of informal settlement is
offered to compare and distinguish the migrant enclaves in China. The profile of each of
the four urban villages is also examined to provide an overview of their differences from

slums, their common features and their individual variations.

Chapter 3 documents how remaining socialist institutions constitute China’s rural-urban
divide, which shapes the pseudo-citizenship and enclosed living space of rural migrants.
Built upon the hukou and danwei systems, these institutions are the integral parts of a
targeted surveillance mechanism that aims to regulate rural-urban migration, differentiate
welfare entitlement, and enforce social control. This chapter explains how the periodic
adjustments of these systems and the empowerment of its proxies have not altogether
redressed systematic discrimination against rural migrants but have nonetheless
consolidated an intermediate realm that regularly provides essential public goods and
services in the urban villages. This trade-off between eligibility and entitlement is crucial
to explaining why China enjoys the impetus for economic growth while concurrently

consolidating the threshold for social stability.

Chapter 4 seeks to explain how China’s dual land system concurrently forms urban villages
and provides exit points in the countryside for rural migrants. I first examine how the
ambiguity of land ownership and land use rights has ensured that the local state and
grassroots regime play a prominent role in the process of land transfer and expropriation.
These institutional constraints explain why affordable and convenient shelters have been
preserved for rural migrants during unprecedented migration and urbanisation. I also infer
how the dual land system accounts for China’s back-and-forth migration pattern and
ultimately the exit points for rural migrants in the countryside. The formation of patronage
between different stakeholders is emphasised to illustrate the dynamics of land
appropriation and the contestations between the income-earning majority and the dividend-

earning minority in the urban villages.

Chapter 5 compares the roles of intermediaries by measuring the degree of public goods
provision, social order maintenance and social inequality entrenchment in four urban

villages. I first describe how intermediaries at the grassroots level have thrived along with
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community governance and service privatisation. I then explain the collaborative
mechanisms through which crime rates are controlled, public amenities are produced, and
service contracts are distributed in the migrant enclaves. By commercialising politics, these
agencies establish a web of clients and reinforce one another’s independence. China’s
migrant enclaves are thus prevented from collapsing into social decay and political anarchy
as their third-world counterparts have, but the boundaries of contestation remain
ambiguous, and the eligibility to negotiate and to be discharged from coercion often

overrides concerns regarding due process and rightful entitlements.

Chapter 6 analyses the changing pattern of grassroots state-society relations during urban
renewal. [ first identify the emergence of a highly rational planning regime in China’s
sunbelt, which has been committed to promoting industrial upgrade, modern zoning and
rational administration. Urban villages are hence considered the “others”: the roots of
social decay, a waste of land use value and a symbol of vice. Under this institutional and
discursive approval, various intermediaries have practiced either protective or entrepreneur
brokerage, despite knowing that urban renewal would have deprived them of their space
and their value of existence. Although the fragility of urban village reveals the territory of
informal politics amidst high-modernism, the demolition of migrant enslaves would have
fuelled slum formation or social instability if the land and hukou systems had not

respectively offered exit points for and nurtured disenfranchisement of the rural migrants.

Chapter 7 offers a migrant perspective of the social and spatial settings in urban villages
and examines their relations with state power. Based on 60 semi-structured interviews, |
first identify the primary mediators and their socioeconomic ties in urban villages. I then
compare the native villagers and rural migrants’ evolving roles in and attitudes towards
these enclaves. By giving voice to the subaltern, I contest the notion that attributes rural
migrants’ economic hardship and political conformity to deep-rooted cultural factors. Yet I
also find explanations based on kinship ties and generalised reciprocity to be inadequate.
Instead, 1 demonstrate how divergence in trade and class, the timing and locality of
settlement, and the division of outsider and insider serve to nurture collusion, segregation
and personalised reciprocity among different social actors in urban villages. Although the
internal power structure and external political access still favour local bosses, native

villagers and clan chiefs, most dwellers benefit from everyday trades and security in the
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territorialisation of politics. This explains the variations in their levels of appreciation or

toleration of the embedded order.

Chapter 8 concludes this work by presenting the findings and assessing their implications.
First, I illustrate that because of the mediation of intermediate agencies between the state
and grassroots society, China’s migrant enclaves demonstrate distinct characteristics
compared with those in other developing countries while also sharing similar patterns of
social transformation with the formal city. Second, I suggest that the regulated migrant
enclave is a product of enduring contradictions in China’s early stages of urbanisation and
capital accumulation, in which the influences of surviving socialist institutions are as
important as dominant market forces. Third, I illustrate the roles of these intermediaries,
which are engaging but parochial, resourceful but dependent and exclusive rather than
inclusive, have illustrated the mosaic interplay rather than purely synergy of despotic
power and infrastructural power. During the course of privatisation and in the absence of
electoral politics, I argue that the co-existence of regime resilience and social residence is
essential to explain the structural stability and localised cohesion despite of periodic
contestations at the grassroots level. 1 end this thesis by explaining why China’s
“development without slums” phenomenon is a particular manifestation of prevalent social

transformation more than it is a negative case.
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2. Urban Contestation and Migrant Enclaves in Comparative Perspective

INTRODUCTION

This chapter surveys China’s urban contestation from a comparative perspective in order to
explore the meanings and accurate measurement of slums. I first describe how China’s
post-1978 urbanisation is exceptional both within its own history and across developed and
developing countries. While this exception clearly demonstrates the proliferation of global
capitalism since the 1970s that allowed China to urbanise at a much faster pace than early
and late developers, it also calls for examining the conditions by which Chinese cities have
been able to accommodate and manage this unprecedented scale of spatial-political
contestation. By contestation, I refer not only to the dramatic increase in rural migrants in
cities but also to their associated demands for public goods and services, the related
challenges for social order and stability and the resulting changes in the intermediate space

between state and grassroots society.

Common to China and other large developing countries is the emergence of informal
settlements to accommodate such rapid increases in the urban population.”® However,
whereas most third world migrant enclaves have become slums, ghettos or squatter
settlements, China’s migrant enclaves have distinguished themselves in terms of public
goods provision, social order maintenance and exit opportunities. This structure is
essentially overlooked in UN-Habitat’s definition of a slum, which is merely an aggregated
measure of poverty, neglecting the social, political and time dimensions of slums and

resulting in inaccurate cross-national data for comparison purposes.

By reviewing the literature on slums, I contest the power relations, economic roles and
cultural footprints of such migrant enclaves. Not merely an indicator of poverty, slums also
depict a wide-range of inequality, function as a political community, and reinforce their

% €

inhabitants’ “sense of the place”.” The absence of slums thus requires a more rounded
analysis to assess the positive and normative implications of this setting. An operational

definition of a slum that touches upon the availability of public goods, the degree of

8 Cross, 1998; Davis, 2006; Duhau, 2014.
 Tuan, 1977.
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political anarchy, the embeddedness of socioeconomic inequality, and inhabitants’
interpretations of this social order is deemed necessary. These objective and inter-
subjective criteria serve to determine whether slums exist in China and to analyse the
dynamics of conventional and informal politics in migrant enclaves. The profile of each of
the four urban villages is then examined to illustrate their differences from slums, their

common features and their individual nuances.

CHINA’S UNPRECEDENTED URBANIZATION

China was an underdeveloped country dominated by an agricultural population when the
People’s Republic was founded. In 1949, China had 132 cities, an urbanisation rate of 10.6
per cent, and a total of 58 million people living in urban areas. By 2012, these figures had
risen to 658 cities, an urbanisation rate of 52.6 per cent, and a total of 712 million people
living in urban areas.® Between 1980 and 2010, the first three decades of reform and
opening of the economy (gaige kaifang), China’s urbanisation rate grew from 20 to 50 per
cent, indicating the addition of approximately 540 million people to its urban population.
As of 2014, China had a total of 103 cities with a population exceeding 5 million,
compared with 38 such megacities throughout the rest of the world.®' Only 30 years were
needed for China to reach 30 per cent growth in its urban population, whereas the same
increase took 170 years in Britain (1720-1890), 60 years in in the United States (1860-
1920), and 40 years in Japan (1925-65).%

China’s urbanisation is equally unprecedented relative to its contemporary counterparts.
Table 1 shows that China’s urban annual growth rate reached 4.52 per cent and 5.53 per
cent in 1980-1995 and 1995-2010, respectively, surpassing the records of all of the
developing giants and the averages for Southeast Asia and South America (except for

Indonesia in 1980—-1995). Commonly known as the BRICS, these countries are suitable for

%0 UN-Habitat, 2010:13; National Bureau of Statistics, 2013:1.

*! Calculated from NBS, 2014b: 13-19, United Nations Department of Economics and Social Affairs, 2010.

%2 The exact figures are 19.6 to 49.8 per cent for China, 19.8 to 51.2 per cent for the US and 50.8 per cent for
the UK (NBS, 2012; USCB, 2012; Mellor, 1983). The official figures for Japan are 21.5 per cent in 1925,
37.1 per cent in 1950 and 56.1 per cent in 1955. Japan’s urbanisation was first reversed by the war during the
1940-45 period and then increased by 19 per cent within 5 years, largely because of the reshuffling of county
and municipal boundaries in 1953. Japan’s Economic Planning Agency recognises that the measure of the
urbanisation rate is contestable for this period, and the OECD estimates that Japan’s urbanisation rate reached
50 per cent in the mid-1960s (JEPA, 1995; JSB, 2010; OECD, 2010:18).
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comparison because they share certain features with China. First, they represent the most
dynamic newly industrialised countries that have the potential to catch up with the West.
Second, these countries share an export-oriented development trajectory in becoming the
chief benefactors, and sometime defenders, of global capitalism. Third, their enormous size
in terms of population and area ensure that they have a comparable magnitude of urban
contestation. Based on these criteria, Russia is excluded from the list because it is generally
not considered a late developer and because its post-Soviet development has primarily
been driven by the sale of primary resources. South Africa is also excluded, as its economy
has been dominated by the tertiary sector, and its slums primarily resulted from the policy

of apartheid rather than from urbanisation.

Table 1 Urbanisation of Large Developing Countries, 1980-2010

Urban Population Urbanisation Urban Annual Annual Change in
(°000) (%) Growth Rate (%)  Urban Population (%)
1980 (1980-1995)
Brazil 79,621 65.5 3.03 1.13
China 189,886 19.4 4.52 3.12
India 159,984 23.1 3.07 0.93
Indonesia 32,401 48.4 4.95 3.00
Mexico 45,626 66.3 2.63 0.67
South Africa 14,080 22.1 3.13 0.79
Southeast Asia 90,822 25.5 4.00 2.00
South America 162,347 67.4 2.60 0.89
2010 (1995-2010)
Brazil 169,098 86.5 1.99 0.72
China 635,839 47.0 3.53 2.79
India 364,459 30.0 2.42 0.81
Indonesia 102,960 443 2.76 1.46
Mexico 88,272 77.8 1.77 0.39
South Africa 31,155 61.7 2.16 0.83
Southeast Asia 246,701 41.8 2.67 1.29
South America 330,228 84.0 1.62 0.47

Source: UN-DESA, 2011. World Urbanization Prospects: The 2011 Revision.

China’s urbanisation clearly stands out among this group of those profiting from
globalisation. The average annual change in China’s urban population was 3.12 per cent
and 2.79 per cent during the 1980-1995 and 1995-2010 periods, respectively, figures that
are 1.6 to 6 times the regional average. China’s urban population also reached 634 million
in 2010, which exceeded the combined urban populations of Brazil, India, Indonesia and
Mexico in that year. These data suggest that China’s urban transformation has been rapid

and massive, both in absolute terms and according to international standards.
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Hence, the scale and pace of China’s post-socialist urban transformation are exceptional
both within its own history and across the world.*’ This exceptional development is vital
because it clearly demonstrates the proliferation of global capitalism since the 1970s,
which allowed China urbanise at a much faster pace than the early developers in the West,
Latin America, and Southeast Asia. This situation also calls for examining the conditions
by which Chinese cities were able to accommodate and manage this unprecedented scale
of spatial contention. Certainly, urbanisation is not only a geographical phenomenon
involving the movement of people and increased productivity but also a series of socio-
political contestations such as demands for public goods, challenges to social stability and

the production of new actors such as rural migrants and an urban middle class.

In fact, China’s rapid industrialisation and urbanisation prompted a massive demand for
labour, widening the rural-urban income disparity and exacerbating contestation for urban
space and dwelling. Millions of rural migrants who are granted geographic mobility for
travel and work but are denied socioeconomic entitlements, such as danwei compounds
and subsidised housing in host cities, are forced to seek accommodations on their own.
Between 1978 and 1999, net migration and natural growth respectively constituted 74.8
and 25.2 per cent of the total increase in urban population.* By 2014, the total number of
rural migrants or floating populating had reached 274 million, of which about 168 million
were working in the urban centres in other provinces.* In 2013, the provinces or direct
municipalities of Guangdong, Shanghai, Beijing, Zhejiang, and Jiangsu respectively
constituted 29.45, 22.13, 12.20, 10.09 and 8.28 per cent of the inter-provincial rural
migrants.*® The Guangdong province, where Shenzhen is located, has thus absorbed nearly
one-third of the total inter-provincial migrants who stayed longer in, and demanded more

goods and services from, the host cities.

This severe urban contestation has created migrant enclaves known as urban villages
within booming Chinese cities. Ma and Xiang first identify peasant enclaves as a “new

urban mosaic that did not exist in Maoist China” and connect their formation with the

% The rate of urbanization of all developing giants, including the BRI(C)S, has fallen behind that of China.
The principal counterexample to China’s exceptional situation is the urbanisation of South Korea, which
required approximately 27 years to reach the 50 per cent benchmark from a base of 20 per cent (UN-DESA,
2010).

% Zhang and Song, 2003:388.

%> China Labour Bulletin, 2015.

% National Health and Family Planning Commission, 2014:177.
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resurgence of kinship.®” Scholarly attention has since been diverted to focus on the nature
and characteristics of such migrant enclaves. Most of this literature recognises the
functions of urban villages in enabling rural migrants to station, work, and survive in cities
during a course of rapid urbanisation and internal migration.*® However, urban and public
policy studies that have selected urban villages as a subject of enquiry have also explored
how informal settlements encounter an urban planning regime. Notwithstanding the critical
perspectives offered by this body of literature, these studies largely treat urban villages as
externalities that result from unclearly defined property rights, ineffective land use or
spatial irregularity. Urban villages have occasionally been considered “slum-like” without
concrete reasons cited for this comparison.® Implicit in this argument is that urban villages
are a “new problem” (xinwenti) in need of a solution. This perspective aligns with state

policy that aims to eventually demolish urban villages.”

Admittedly, a number of sociological and anthropological studies have touched upon urban
villages. However, urban villages are largely treated as an indicator rather than as a subject
of their own. Several prominent studies have also focused on relatively homogeneous
villages (such as Zheijang Village in Beijing or Hunan Village in Shanghai) rather than on
the heterogeneous enclaves that we aimed to study. Furthermore, less featured in this body
of literature is a comparative analysis of slums and China’s urban villages, as well as the
power relations and economic roles of such migrant enclaves in the course of new

governance initiatives and further economic liberalization.”

DISCURSIVE CONSTRUCTIONS OF SLUMS

Because of diverse understandings of urban space, the term “slum” is perceived in different
ways. Central to this divergence are the political order, economic equality and social
functions of slums and the question of how to categorise and manage them. The Chicago
School of Sociology pioneered the study of slum by revealing its disorder and irregularity,

of which high modernist architects concur and consider it to be a social problem but also a

%7 Ma and Xing, 1998:546.

8 Davis, 1995; Friedmann, 2005:70-74; Hsing, 2010:122-132; Song et al. 2008.
% Tian, 2008:290; Miller, 2012:25.

% Davis, 2000; Wu et al., 2007; Lin, 2009; Zhang, 2011.

%! Zhang, 2001; Xiang, 2005; Logan, 2008.
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planning opportunity. In light of the spread of neoliberalism, Marxist political economists
touch upon this increasingly global phenomenon and emphasises the entrenched inequality
of slums. Based on detailed ethnographic and longitudinal studies, humanitarian socialists
and critical geographers, while not completely against the above findings, accuse these
framings of inventing witchcraft and insist on the ordinariness, vivacity and functions of
these enclaves. These perspectives respectively interpret a slum as a hotbed of social
disorder and hence a target for elimination, a symbol of entrenched inequality and hence an
arena for resistance, or a community of vibrant interactions and hence a space to be

preserved.

Hotbed of Social Disorder

Although Victor Hugo and Fredrick Engels had discovered slum as a phenomenon, the
systematic study of it pioneered at the city of Chicago, where the sociologists were seeking
answers on the social impacts of rapid urbanization and increase in social mobility. While
they recognise the dynamics of economic growth associated with migration, they also
conclude that urbanization and industrialization caused structural social changes,
contributing to the disintegration of preexisting norm and the weakening of social control
in the cities.”” Slum is thus considered as a transitional zone essential to serve the city
centre and yet far from being a pleasant and stable community. Slums are perceived as the
others where violent crimes, low wages, poor working conditions and vice collide with

each other.

Although there are attempts to normalise the social order in the subaltern, the established
dichotomy between disordered/transitional migrant enclaves and congruous/commuter
middle-class suburbs continues to inform urban planning and influence public opinions.”
This concurs with high modernism that stresses neutrality in the administrative ordering of
spatial forms and mastery of the environment to aid in capital accumulation. According to
renowned modernist planner Le Corbusier, a city planner’s design must be implemented
and “freed from the pedestrian pressures and special interests”.”* Central to this abstract or
aerial view is the use of functional zoning and megaprojects to promote the desired urban

space and aesthetic values that shape urban dwellers’ relationships with one another, with

%2 Park and Burgess, 1984:54-56, 108-11; Thrasher, 2013:3-44; Zorbaugh, 1983:9-16.
% Bairoch, 1988; White, 1993; Hall, 2002.
%4 Cited in Hall, 2002: 225.
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the state and with nature. Once the urban space is carved into multiple single-purpose
zones, it becomes cost effective and easy to govern. This rationality principle has gradually
reduced the aim of urban planning to the realisation of the exchange value of land in the
market’”. The purpose of rational zoning is to “[replace] a city of history with a city of

science” in which “social order is defined by architectural order”.”

Although ideal modernist projects have rarely been conceptualised, Jane Jacobs reminds
that the ethos of modernism remains illuminating by promising a utopian form of
modernity that can be standardised and applied by late developers.”” New nations and
developmental regimes are particularly vulnerable to such high levels of modernity, which
visualise national progress and materialise the “Rest’s” enduring dream of catching up with
the West.”® Naturally, the audience for a safe and ordered space is not only domestic but
also international. International regimes, national governments, and city planners are
united in regarding slums as the externalities of development or as indicators of
backwardness. Any policies or measures that could retard the formation of slums or

eliminate them are welcome.

In China, the real estate boom and investment-driven growth since the 2000s have
produced excessive demand for housing and shopping centres, thereby spreading
cosmopolitan aesthetics and intensifying the competition for land.” Housing, which was
previously a form of social security, has increasingly become a market commodity
provided by private and profit-driven enterprises. Transformed into a “concrete dragon”,
the best architects and architectural firms in the world have participated and made fortunes
in China’s megaprojects and urban development.'® Individual autonomy has increased,
and modern aesthetics have evolved and come to define China’s cosmopolitan urban
space.'’! Two questions arise: How has the competition for land in China’s prime cities

managed to shelter rural migrants despite the increasing privatisation of land use rights and

the commercialisation of housing? To what extent have migrant enclaves been preserved or

% Barnett, 2011:51-55

% Scott, 1998: 104.

%7 Jacobs, 1992.

%8 Prakash, 2008; Bishop et al., 2013; See also Urban China, 2013 for a discussion of the bewilderment and
aspiration of modern city planners in China.

% Visser, 2010; Hsing, 2010.

1% Campanella, 2008.

T L in, 2009; Howell, 2009.
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integrated into the formal city, both functionally and politically, under rational zoning?

Symbol of Entrenched Inequality

Although Marxist political economy approach does not consider slums to be desirable, it
does consider them to be provocative in terms of class consciousness and collective
mobilisation. Slums are regarded as a visual symbol of widespread inequality and spatial
anarchy originated and intensified by global capitalism. Whereas cheap and abundant
labour is required for an export-oriented economy and capital accumulation, redistribution
efforts targeting migrants are currently lacking in the rescaling of government.'®* Cities in
the Global South have thus magnified the politics of gentrification, with squatters, dirty
streets, beggars, and other victims of capital accumulation increasingly segregated or
marginalised. '”> Davis concurs that that the downsizing of the public sector and the
privatisation of urban space have entrenched migrants and the poor in shantytowns and
squatter settlements, with most such inhabitants suffering from poverty, lacking education

and health services, and being trapped at the periphery. '**

The prevalence of grievance is articulated as an opportunity to redress the social injustice
generated by global capitalism. Smith has long regarded the widespread process of

. . . . 1
gentrification as advancing a new urban frontier.'®

Mitchell and Harvey also link the
enunciation of progressive politics to the occupation of public space.'”® Liberalisation has
spread urban poverty and resulted in shabby enclaves, and corporatist states are
simultaneously required to provide an orderly and hygienic landscape to attract capital
investment. Open resistance among the marginalised in gentrifying neighbourhoods thus
reveals this contradiction and draws attention to the pattern of inequality. Organised along
the theme of deprivation and resistance, urban space is treated as a social frontier in which
people contest injustice and exercise their rights as citizens. Slums are viewed as both a

problem and an opportunity whereby the grievances of the poor and migrants are

visualised and organised resistance on their behalf is possible.

Undoubtedly challenged by neoliberal forces, China is increasingly adapting to, if not

192 Wade, 2011; Ward, 2007

1% Moore, 2009; Tomic et al. 2006.
1% Davis, 2006.

195 Smith, 2008.

1% Mitchell, 2003; Harvey, 2012.
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favouring, severe decentralisation and privatisation measures. In the mid-1990s, central
administrative and fiscal competencies were devolved to local authorities, which have been
committed to attracting cheap labour and developing an export-oriented economy.'”’ By
the early 2000s, state-owned enterprises also underwent large-scale privatisations, the
danwei system disintegrated, and many social services were contracted to private
companies. The size of China’s public sector decreased from 72 to 28 per cent of GDP
between 1978 and 2008.'"® Other socialist institutions, such as the hukou system, have
continued to deprive rural migrants of the right to receive socioeconomic entitlements in
the cities. It thus becomes imperative to measure the degree of public goods and club
goods provision to rural migrants and to assess in the ways in which these goods have
become a form of self-help. This limited occurrence of organised resistance in urban
villages also raises concerns regarding whether the communist regime has retreated from
economic production while maintaining its social control or whether other mechanisms

have become involved.

Vehicle of Dynamic Communities

A specific type of humanitarian socialism tends to criticise the above perspectives for
inventing the problem of slums and presenting a top-down, holistic approach to the issue.
These observers urge a research agenda that would seriously consider migrants’
perceptions of this social-spatial setting and the dynamics of their inhabitancy. Fishers,
McCann and Auyero argue that slums or shantytowns are more durable, multifaceted and
integrated into Latin American societies than the modernisation or Marxist political
economy theories have allowed.'® Through her ethnographic accounts of slums in four
continents, Neuwirth concurs that slums, although irregular and substandard, are lively and
not as threatening or exploitative as commonly assumed.''* Although Calderia portrays
Sao Paulo as a “city of walls” in which the rich have repeatedly barricaded themselves
from the poor, this segregation is argued to be primarily caused by a reinforced fear of
shantytowns or barrios rather than being a function of class and wealth.'"' In detailed

ethnographic studies of Rio de Janeiro’s squatters or favela, Perlman argues that these

197 Wang, 1997; Zhang, 1999.

"% Huang, 2008:21; National Bureau of Statistics, 2010a.
19 Fishers et al., 2014.

"% Neuwirth 2006.

"' Calderia 2000.
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communities are not marginal but fully embedded into the urban economy.''? Finally,
Matthews, in his study of a ghetto at the heart of Hong Kong, reveals how its motley group
of inhabitants operate businesses and pursuit profit, exchange goods and ideas, and live a
vibrant life under low-end globalisation in contrast to the seedy and dangerous images

reinforced by the elite.'"

These anthropological accounts thus reject the idea that economic structure alone
determines spatial relations. Rather, these observers emphasise the social interactions
encompassed in the development of vibrant and durable enclaves. Explicit in their
argument is that slums are and should be perceived as ordinary communities, neither
representing an externality to be eliminated nor serving as a space to mobilise resistance.
The everyday interactions of small-time actors have adapted to or profited from global
capitalism. This perspective provides a different lens to address and interpret the absence
of the slum phenomenon in China. This view demands a bottom-up study of whether rural
migrants approve of the public goods allocation mechanism and accept the socio-political

settings that prevail in urban villages.

This approach also involves questioning why migrant enclaves can be considered ordinary
and how these spatial forms and economic centres can exploit or empower inhabitants.
Central to these enquiries is a relational concept of power along with its grassroots focus
that has gradually emerged in the debate concerning the intermediate realm that exists
between state, market and non-state actors in urban China, including the works of Li
Zhang, Biao Xiang, David Bray and Benjamin Read. However, these authors address either
the highly homogenous migrant enclaves or danwei in North China, which have long and
distinguished socialist origins and trajectories, or the RC, which is more formal in terms of

. . . 114
hierarchy and organised in structure.

But in South China, most of the urban villages are
heterogeneous, and migrants of different clans or lineages compete with one another for
power and resources. Some of them even occupy different corners or streets in each village,

and for historical and institutional reasons, they have different levels of political access.

Trajectories and the Loci

"2 perlman, 2011.
'3 Mattews, 2012.
''* Zhang, 2001; Xiang, 2005; Bray, 2005; Read, 2007.
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Notwithstanding the value of the first two theoretical traditions, I contend that they are
slightly deterministic in logic and exogenous in focus. These traditions tend to assume a
linear path for urban futures among late developers, in which the state and the people are
viewed as collective entities respectively promoting or resisting those futures. Because
most studies in this third tradition were developed in Latin America and Africa, their
idiosyncratic context often assumes clientelism as reciprocal or political anarchy as
normal. However, these assumptions are rather unwarranted in China, which has
experienced communist and social revolutions followed by a series of market reforms. In
this context, the influences of socialist institutions and collective agencies are as important

as modernist principles or neoliberal forces.

By the same token, although my thesis very much adopts the theoretical lens of the third
tradition, I try to make some distinctions. First, I prefer to use the term “locality” instead of
“community”. This is because the structural underpins of the word community often
assume cohesion or interconnectedness in the specific enclaves as given, which prohibit
the study of the distinct loci of interactions and a heuristic understanding of the flexible,
adaptive and varied patterned of grassroots politics. Second, I avoid treating migrants as a
unified entity. This is because this implicitly assumes the presence of particular culture
prevailing among particular social grouping. Accordingly, some deeply rooted peasants’
psyche, habits and values such as “eating bitterness”, “culture of poverty” and “endless

patience” are attributed as the obstacles to their own socioeconomic progress or the reasons

that some many injustice are tolerated from one generation to another.'"

Although these explanations are not entirely inaccurate or purely mythic, they are either
incomplete or overly generalised. The cultural thesis cannot articulate the agency’s
informed calculations, and it does not pay sufficient attention to the variation in resistance
and claims between different localities. Why, despite sharing a similar political culture, did
peasants in the native country and workers in factory dormitories become more contentious
than migrants in urban villages? Similarly, the structural thesis tends to underplay the
influence of socio-political institutions along with the agency’s adaptations. Migrant
enclaves are regarded as all but self-limiting, self-reproducing or static entities, without

acknowledging their connections to the formal city and their external relations with the

"5 Some public intellectuals and media commentators in China widely but also casually adopt these notions.
See Ashwin, 1998:187-98; Lewis, 201 1:xxvi; Loyalka, 2012:97-152, 242-245 for detailed elaborations.

51



local government as well as the political consequences.

AN OPERATIONAL DEFINITION OF SLUMS

The United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat), an international
organisation devoted to promoting sustainable human settlements for all, has provided a
working definition of slums. This effort has enabled international estimations and cross-
country comparisons. Based on this definition, the slum population of the developing
world is estimated to have increased from 776.7 million in 2000 to 827.6 million in
2010.""° Hence, in East Asia, including China, 36.5 per cent of the urban population was
classified as living in slum households in that year, and this figure was identical to the
average in the developing world. A slum household is defined as one lacking one or more

of the following conditions:'"”

i.  access to improved water,
ii. access to improved sanitation facilities,
iii.  sufficient living area,
iv.  the structural quality and durability of dwellings, and
v. the security of tenure.

These five criteria are clearly indices of access to essential goods and services or living
standards, and all of them are commonly exhibited in developing countries as a result of
their low and unstable income, lack of public infrastructure, and inefficient management,
among other causes. Hence, UN-Habitat’s definition of a slum is nearly identical to
measurements of poverty, thus failing to recognise the communal interdependency,

political anarchy, and durability shared by such urban enclaves.

Second, China’s migrant enclaves are relatively invisible and small in scale. A recent
report by UN-Habitat praises the achievements of urban planning in China''®, where
migrant enclaves are minute and sporadic urban villages that are always served, albeit
primitively, by public amenities such as pathways, electricity, water supply, schools, and

clinics.'"” Housing in urban villages is primarily built with durable building materials with

116 UN-Habitat, 2011.

7 UN-Habitat, 2009: 196.

'8 UN-Habitat, 2010:108-115.

"9 Zheng et al. 2009:433-434; Wang and Wang, 2009:144.
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foundations and roofing and rented to migrants by the indigenous villagers who own the
land."® Third, the various forms of migrant settlements in China reveal the limitations of
these cross-national data. Instead of building slums or squats, an increasing number of
Chinese migrants are living in factory dormitories, public housing or associational
compounds.'?' This variety of settlements largely satisfies criteria (i), (ii) and (v) but often

does not meet (iii) and (iv). The Governing Council of UN-Habitat states as follows:

When driving by a slum, you will most probably be repulsed, but perhaps
subconsciously, you are tempted to blame what you see on those who actually live
there. Everyone, especially those who live there, wishes slums would just go away
(author’s emphasis).'*

This statement implies that slums are the host and source of urban poverty and hence
should be eliminated. The international agency has since standardised the definition of a
slum household and incorporated an agenda for the demolition of slums into the United
Nations Millennium Development Goals, which sought to improve to the lives of at least
100 million slum dwellers by 2020 and to reduce the number without sustainable access to

safe and drinking water by half.'?

However, as the literature review suggests, slums
should not be simplified into an indicator of poverty and underdevelopment; they also
serve to reveal political anarchy, social inequality and their inhabitants’ sense of place. The
absence of slums thus requires a more rounded analysis to assess its positive and normative

implications. Our operational definition of slums hence comprises the following four

criteria:
i. A source of urban poverty by which the inhabitants’ welfare and public goods
provision are perpetually marginalised;
ii. A space of political anarchy in which the coercive force of the state is substituted
by gangs or bosses and sabotaged to periodic instability;
iii. ~ An enclave of entrenched inequality in which the inhabitants are either

disenfranchised from the rights to voice or deprived of the capacity to exit;

iv. A dynamic and evolving structure such that the inhabitants’ perception of the
enclave and attachment to in it matter.

Specifically, we use several indicators to measure the form, nature, embeddedness, and

120 Zhang et al., 2003:923; Tian, 2008:292.

121 See Ministry of Public Security, 2004-2013 or table 5 below; Zhou and Cai, 2008: 226-236.
122 UN-Habitat, 2007: 1.

123 UN-Habitat, 2010:7-9.
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acceptance of China’s migrant enclaves. First, to assess whether an urban village is a
source of urban poverty, I identify the average income and source of income of the
inhabitants, including native villagers and rural migrants. Their normal and disposable
incomes are then contrasted with those of urban dwellers possessing urban Aukou and
living in commercial buildings. Although the general pattern is that inhabitants of urban
villages earn less than individuals living in commercial properties, there are substantial
nuances among urban villages and their social groups. Second, to measure the extent of
social order, I compare the crime rates of urban villages with those of other gated
communities and the city average and analyse whether such statistics are reliable and their
differences significant. The actors and mechanisms accounting for the relative governance
with the enclaves are also examined. Although the state does not directly rule the migrant
enclaves, it relies on some intermediaries to reinforce the boundaries of authority and to
maintain social order in these enclaves. Third, to measure the degree of entrenched
inequality, I examine the voice and exit strategies employed by rural migrants within
different contexts. The mechanisms that they adopt to negotiate with the state during
everyday politics and the concerns that lead them to leave for more removed areas or
return to the countryside during urban renewal are contrasted. Finally, I rely on in-depth
interviews and participant observations to trace how the rural migrants explain and
interpret their residence in and relations with informal settlements. I find that territorial
politics has combined with clan and business ties to justify most inhabitants’ perceptions

that they are not living in a slum and will not do so.

Structural Differences among Migrant Enclaves

Apart from analysing these objective and subjective criteria, I find that certain structural
settings have differentiated the migrant enclaves in China from its third world counterparts
from the very beginning. First, slums and urban villages function differently amidst
urbanisation. Whereas Latin American and African slums are a catalyst for urban
expansion, the urban villages in China are the results of urban expansion. Because the
urban villages and slums respectively serve as centrifugal and centripetal forces during
urbanisation, the former are sporadically located and small in scale, whereas the latter are
rather concentrated and extensive. Urban villages in South China typically house 40,000 to
80, 000 inhabitants, whereas favelas in Rio de Janeiro, barrios in Mexico City,
shantytowns in Mumbai and squatter settlements in Mali house as many as half million

inhabitants. Size is important because it structures the demand for public goods and the
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efficacy of social order. This structural difference makes urban villages relatively easier to
govern than their third world counterparts. Nevertheless, the movement of millions of
migrants into Chinese cities presents severe challenges for the urban redistribution system

and public order.

Land ownership is the main factor that differentiates the trajectory of contestation between
third world slums and China’s urban villages. In contrast to migrants in slums, who have
less ground for making claims to illegally constructed informal settlements and illegally
occupied urban land, native villagers in China’s urban villages possess exclusive land
rights to construct their apartments. Likewise, the migrant residents in such urban villages
usually retain land rights back to their rural villages in the native place. Hence, although
both types are called migrant enclaves, the ownership and demographic structures of urban
villages are much more complex. This invites us to describe their unique or distinguished

characteristics and to explore how such informal settlements are governed.

The dynamics of the political system also have considerable effects. Various studies of
slums in Latin America and South Asia reveal that these slums often function as ballot
boxes in which migrants exchange votes for goods and services from local politicians or
parliament members.'** Accordingly, redevelopment projects or infrastructural upgrades
are either deterred or installed in these migrant enclaves. Voters in migrant enclaves thus
function as an integral part of patron-client networks in these electoral or liberal
democracies. Regardless of their status in the city, rural migrants make use of their
citizenship to negotiate access to public goods and services. This draws us to explore the
mechanisms for grassroots negotiation and rightful resistance in China’s authoritarian

context and its urban-rural divide.

CHINA’S MIGRANT ENCLAVES

Urban villages have long been considered an alien space by city authorities and local
citizens. When I visited cadres and officials, friends and relatives, and ordinary citizens

during my fieldwork in Shezhen, authorities and local citizens often questioned the value

124 perlman, 2010; Rodgers, 2014: 133-139; Fischer, 2014: 20-26.
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of studying the dark side of the sunbelt city. Even the local bosses, native villagers and
rural migrants, who are the insiders, were also surprised that I was interested in exploring
their everyday lives and understanding their problems and desires. The following are some

typical comments that I encountered during my repeated visits.

Prostitutes, gambling and drugs are clustered in many urban villages; they are our
security threats [zhian yinhuan]. But the situation is improving, and getting rid of them
is a just matter of time; they [urban villages] have no future (City planning official in
charge of a district redevelopment project).'>

We only go to the urban village next to our complex to repair our vehicles; it looks
chaotic [[uan] and full of bad persons [Auai fenzi]. We never allow our child to enter
or pass through these areas. People might disappear or get hurt; they are dangerous
(Urban couples living in modern high-rises)."*®

My family got more than 40 apartments in Shi village. But after several robberies
during site inspections, we decided to subcontract the renting business to other
middlemen. An estate agent and clan broker would serve as middlemen to make the
deal and collect the rent. Safety takes priority [anquan zhishang]| (Native villager
living in a suburban villa).'”’

The migrants are so different; they cannot and will never be part of us. They are poor,
unhygienic, deceptive, and always come and go. Unlike us, they spend most of their
money and neglect their clan. That’s why we need to monitor them while maintaining
a distance [baochi juli]. This is the boundary (Deputy of a RC holding government
appointments).'**

Clearly, the fear of urban villages and the discrimination against the inhabitants of such
informal settlements have come not only from outsiders but also from insiders. This
solidified image is a combination of perception and reality. Three levels of explanation can
provide insight as to why so many local citizens, including those who come from a
different class and habitus, who supposedly govern the enclave and who profit from the
property rentals in it, are unanimously united against its presence and connotation. First,
these citizens are not simply in fear of the space; more precisely, they resent the rural
migrants living in the space. Except during the early reform period in the 1980s, when
factory girls (da gongmei) occupied a respected profession, the state and urban society
have not regarded migrant workers as equals. '*’ Instead, rural migrants, albeit an essential
means of production for the export-oriented economy, are often portrayed as subordinate

non-citizens or as threats to social stability. Contrary to this perception, many residents of

125 Interview, local government official, Shenzhen, 21 August 2012.
126 Interview, local citizens, Shenzhen, 2 September 2012.

127 Interview, village bosses, Shenzhen, 17 March 2013.

128 Interview, native villager, Shenzhen, 23 March 2013.

129 pyn, 2005; Chang, 2009:98-119.
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urban villages are not the typical urban poor: they are productive citizens and migrants
who hold jobs or operate businesses.'*® This reality reflects the deep rural-urban divide in

China and satisfies criterion 1 concerning the spread of urban poverty in urban villages.

Second, more precisely, the fear is embedded in the differentiation of the owners and
brokers of global capitalism from its toilers, illustrating the division between classes and
class relations. In fact, the chaotic images or descriptions of urban villages as havens for
illicit activities are neither accurate nor comprehensive. As demonstrated in chapter 4, the
crime rates of the urban villages in Guangzhou and Shenzhen were comparable to the rest
of these metropolises; some wealthy urban villages that could afford to install closed-
circuit television systems (CCTV) actually had lower crime rates relative to those of
modern gated communities. Furthermore, the majority of urban villages have not fallen
under the control of gangs or entered into anarchy in the midst of surveillance from police
and private security guards. By portraying urban villages as a “scar”, “ill” or “cancer”
afflicting the city, official media and city authorities have stigmatised their residents as
burglars, drug addicts or even murderers.">' The everyday control and eventual demolition
of urban villages are therefore easily justified. In other words, this scenario reflects

criterion 4, the infiltration of state power into urban villages.

Third, one must also recognise, however, that intra-group discrimination and social
emulation are class factors as much as judgements of taste. Because of the difference in
social and cultural capital, middle-class parents would not allow their children to enter
urban villages, fearing that they would acquire the habits or be attracted by the goods of

132
the lower class."

By the same token, although native villagers originated from urban
villages and have continued to make a living by renting inexpensive urban village
apartments, they have made increasingly conscious attempts to disassociate themselves
from their rural and hence inferior origins. This tendency draws our attention to criterion 3
regarding how the perception of the self among different social groups appropriates the

image of and power within urban villages.

Nevertheless, fear is not merely a matter of construction; instead, it reflects certain facts.

130 Ren, 2013: 139-143; Loyalka, 2012:9-35.
BLAL 2014:5.
132 See Bourdieu, 1984.
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An urban village is clearly an enclave or an island that is distinguished from its
surrounding landscape. The enclave is in Shenzhen, supporting the city’s export-oriented
economy and resembling certain features of a slum. However, it is not of Shenzhen in the
sense that it reflects a relic of an uneasy past or a form of unsustainable economic model
from which the vanguard city seeks to be detached. Moreover, an urban village is not
compatible with the grand history and relatively consensual image of the sunbelt city. It is
this form of softened alienation rather than the hard evidence of crime and vice that
characterises and distinguishes urban villages from the rest of the city and from slums in
the developing world. From this perspective, one must consider criterion 4 regarding
whether residents or tenants are disenfranchised from the rights to voice or deprived of the
capacity to exit. Although these migrants might be denied citizenship and exploited by
global capitalism, the provision of shelter and the necessity to maintain stability within it
do provide hope to the most disadvantaged. This interplay reveals the priority of migrants

and the mechanisms of local governance in China.

However, the everyday behaviours of outsiders suggest that urban villages are not as
dangerous as perceived. On the contrary, these enclaves are socially and politically
integrated into the landscape of the modern city. When asked how frequently they travel in
and traverse the urban villages, the respondents suddenly realise that they are connected to
these enclaves or “islands” more often than they had imagined. For instance, Shi Village is
at the heart of Futian district, Shenzhen’s administrative and commercial centre. Bypassing
it would also mean bypassing the traffic arteries and multiplying travel time, a sacrifice
that very few citizens are willing to make. Likewise, Gong Village is an integral part of a
chain of global capitalism where labourers, factories and outlets are adjacent to one another.
Certain goods and services are easily available and are supplied in large amounts in urban
villages, including sex workers, cheap apartments, indigenous foods (tute chan) and knock-
off goods (shanzhai huo). In other words, the divergence between words and actions
invites us to explore the special features of China’s migrant enclaves and the power
relations within them. China’s urban villages might resemble the features of slums in the

developing world in certain ways, but they are largely a different form of slum.

PLACE, PEOPLE, TRADE AND ORDER
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How special are China’s urban villages? What aligns and distinguishes the four urban
villages from one another? I attempt to answer these questions by comparing the basic
features or the places, people, trade and social order in these migrant enclaves. Following
the economic reforms, coastal cities such as Guangzhou and Shenzhen have expanded,
absorbing once rural areas into their urban perimeters. Subjected to China’s dual-land
system, the urban villages were able to provide affordable shelters in the city centres.
Hence, for most of the post-reform era, migrant workers constituted the majority of
residents in these four urban villages. In addition, because of these rural origins, each of
the four urban villages was informally governed and served by a VC and then privatised
into a JC in two waves in 1992 and 2005. Renting apartments, most of which were built
illegally and expanded rapidly, is a major source of income for native villagers, but the
trade within urban villages varies significantly. This feature ultimately differentiates the

migrants with respect to class and identity.'*

Nong Village is famous for the production of both authentic and fake paintings and for its
artistic atmosphere. A Hong Kong merchant brought the oil painting industry to this
remote village in the northwest Longguan District of the city in 1989. The fake paintings
industry was initially not a great success. Hence, native villagers began to leave while rural
migrants arrived to obtain inexpensive apartments. By the late 1990s, the village gradually
established itself as a sociocultural phenomenon through reports in local and national
media. More design factories and art production companies chose to establish their
businesses there to benefit from the economy of scale and the branding effect, recruiting
numerous artists and artisans. Depending on one’s bargaining talent, several hundreds to
thousands of yuan can be spent on a “masterpiece” from Da Vinci, van Gogh and Picasso
or famous posters from the period of the Cultural Revolution. Apart from this unique trade,
the village further distinguished itself by the following structures. First, it is one of the few
urban villages whose main businesses have not been monopolised by the native villagers,
as most of them had already transferred their assets in the villages to shares of private firms
or commodities through various creative measures or illegal means. Second, the JC has
continued to regulate the social order and public goods provision in the enclave but its

main duties have been centred on property management and art deals.

133 See Shenzhen Municipal Chorography, 2013, vol.4; 32; Shenzhen Luhou District Chorography, 2013, 55-
57; Shenzhen Futian District Chorography, 2010:37-41.
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Occupying the fertile plain of River Shenzhen, Shi Village has an 800-year history that
dates to the Sung Dynasty. The village bosses whom I interviewed unanimously insisted
that their ancestors were the early and native settlers of the city, in contrast to the
fisherman origins portrayed in the official discourse. They insisted that the official
discourse, which suggests that Shenzhen has transformed from a tiny fishing village into a
modern metropolis, is merely a reproduction of Hong Kong’s success story. Of course, the
fact that Deng Xaioping happened to visit a fishing village during his famous Southern
Tour in 1992, which restarted market reforms after the Tiananmen Incident, was another
contingent factor. Today, the village is one of the few villages that remain untouched in
Futain District in the Central Business District (CBD). Given its prime location and the
demand for accessible housing, Shi Village has an extremely high density. However, in
addition to the rental business, the village is also famous for its clothing stores, electronics
markets and groceries; international and national brands such as Walmart, Nike, Zheng
Kungfu and Li-Ning have also opened branches in the village. A variety of public and
cultural facilities and a private security team have also been installed. Not only did these
goods and services make the community a model that local authorities wished to claim
credit for, but the village also attracted many white-collar workers to rent apartments,

reside and make a living within it.

Gong Village lies adjacent to National Highway 107, which connects the cities of
Shenzhen and Dongguan, and is home to more than 180 small and medium-sized
manufacturing enterprises. Beginning in the late 1980s, investors from Hong Kong,
Taiwan and overseas were invited to establish businesses. The native villagers, most of
whom belong to the Teochew people enjoying privileged business networks in South
China, had practised outward processing trades that initially included including textiles and
garments but have recently diversified into electronics, plastics and leathers. To reduce
transportation costs and maintain competitiveness, the JC and RC initiated a project to
build a modern on-ramp to connect the village to the National Highway exit. Thus, despite
being located in the outskirts of Bao’an District, as many as 50,000 migrants now work
and reside in the village. The villages are further divided into production, residential and
recreational zones, resembling the spatial settings of the danwei system or the Foxconn

model, albeit with certain nuances.”** Although Gong Village has been extremely open to

1* Lu and Perry, 1997; Chan and Pun, 2010.
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foreign investments and has allowed varying degrees of privatisation, it is also probably
one of the most centralised urban villages in terms of householders’ share distribution and
social order regulation. Not only is its density of surveillance cameras comparable to the
wealthy Shi Village, but most decision-making authority has also been concentrated in the
hands of a village boss who is the chairman of the JC, the director of the RC and the

representative of the Guangdong People’s Congress.

Shang Village, located adjacent to the border with Hong Kong, was notorious for its
collective enterprise, its prostitution, its concubines (er nai) and, most recently, its modern
high-rises. Because of its prime location and advantaged position in the flow of
information, the village bosses and villagers have been rather adaptive to changing
economic and political signals. The lineage, with nearly all native villagers belonging to
the Huang family, has also preserved a source of communal authority. In 1986, this village
was the one of first to start a JC and other joint-enterprises, selling garments and tyres to
merchants in Hong Kong. When the collectives were no longer competitive in the early
1990s, the factories were rapidly demolished and redeveloped into residential apartments
and retail shops. Since then, it has become a renowned entertainment zone with readily
available prostitution, drugs and alcohol. Restaurants, karaoke, and clinics were also
established to provide multiple services. In response to the government’s strike-hard (yan
da) operations against illegal activities in 1998 and 2006, these businesses and their
workers moved to Dongguan or the outskirts districts. During the same period, Shang
Village became the residence of concubines, some of whom were formerly sex workers.
Their patrons were often Hong Kong merchants and workers who provided financial
support in exchange for companionship. Once Hong Kong dwellers no longer had
sufficient resources or the desire to support an extra family, the story of the concubine
village also disappeared. At present, large-scale urban redevelopment has demolished
nearly two-thirds of the urban village. Migrant workers were forced to evacuate, native
villagers reduced their rates of return, and middle-class citizens with urban Aukou have
occupied the newly built modern high-rises. Such moves have led to an ample change in
the demographics and socio-political landscapes of the village, and such change might well

be the final stage of the village’s transformative trajectory.

Table 2 contrasts the basic features of the four urban villages. First, the populations of the

four urban villages range from 12,000 to 80,000 within a congested living space ranging
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from 4.47 m” to 8.21 m” per person, which is much smaller than the averages of 8-15 m*in
Shenzhen. High residential density is often the source of crime, vice and safety hazards.
However, size is often a proxy for wealth, which can generate incentives to maintain
internal order and the ability to bargain for external funding. Whereas the degree of pure
public goods varies and some club goods are rather selective, basic infrastructures and
public security are nonetheless available across the four urban villages; hence,
socioeconomic factors might not be the most important variables in explaining the control

or management of contestation.

Table 2 Basic Features of the Four Urban Villages in Shenzhen

Villages/ | Population  Location Major social groups Living space Size Main business

Features

Shi 80,000 Guannei White-collar migrants ~ 6.75 m*/person 25.81 ha. Electronics, clothing,
grocery

Shang 65,000 Guannei Entrepreneur migrants ~ 4.47 m*/person 22.70 ha Entertainment, drugs
and prostitution

Gong 12,000 Guanwai Peasant migrants 8.21 m*/person 11.70 ha. Design, arts and art
supplies

Nong 58,000 Guanwai Blue-collar migrants 5.25 m*/person 46.09 ha. Textile, electronics
and clinics

Source: Annual Work Reports of Shenzhen Urban Renewal Bureau and the respective Joint-stock Companies.

In this regard, it is relevant to discuss the variation in the cultural lineages and communal
power of the four urban villages, which are less formal but revived superstructures during
the post-Mao era.'*” Certainly, the communal authority of the JC is a result of history and
lineage; however, one should recall that belonging to the same clan or family provides
cohesion and checks and balances on the governance of the JC. In fact, the abilities to
deliver constant economic returns, provide a safe environment or liaison to obtain
government support are also salient factors in earning and sustaining such communal
power. Tracing the history of the changes in the JC’s communal powers and the attitudes

of various social actors is thus essential.

In this light, this study accounts for the differences in grassroots institutions or
intermediaries across these four villages. The JC has functioned as either a communal
authority or a collective enterprise, whereas the RC is a state-sponsored, self-ruling agency
that is arguably an extension of the state. Whereas each urban village has only one JC, the

maximum population overseen by an RC is 15,000 to 25,000. Despite the absence of

133 Ma and Xiang, 1998; Zhang, 2001: 47-68.
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formal hierarchy between RC and JC, the differences in the ratio between the two have
produced different power dynamics in the villages. The single case study with four
embedded studies enables us to conduct a controlled study. My first assumption is that the
availability of public goods and the degree of social order vary slightly between the four
urban villages under different administrative, economic and demographic contexts.
Furthermore, I assume that these relationships are not nominal but ordinal, reflecting the
degree and order of interactions between different segments of the local state. Such an
investigation requires an assessment of the interplay among JCs, RCs and other social

organisations.

In sum, the comparative analysis of migrant enclaves reveals how students of Chinese
politics have failed to thoroughly explore local politics in urban areas compared with their
Western, Latin American and Southeast Asian counterparts. This neglected area of study
not only reflects how research agendas are embedded in political institutions or their rural
extensions but also indicates that migrants should not be regarded as merely subjects in
factory dormitories or a class detached from their living environment. Without thorough
investigation of everyday life and power relations in urban villages, where the majority of
China’s 274 million rural migrants live, the struggle of migrants and the mechanisms of
grassroots governance cannot be articulated. Treating migrants principally as exploited
subjects in sweatshops also has the disadvantage of implicitly diverting the primary object
of contention towards corporations while undermining the responsibilities of the local state.
Before making these assessments, I will first examine the institutional foundations that

gave rise to urban villages across South China.
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3. Institutional Adaptation and Migrant Governance

INTRODUCTION

This chapter examines the institutional framework underlying China’s rural-urban divide,
which concurrently grant mobility, deny citizenship and reinforce the enclosed living space
of rural migrants. Built upon the household registration (hukou) and work unit (danwei)
systems, these institutions and their proxies and substitutes, are integral parts of a targeted
surveillance system that aims to regulate rural-urban migration, determine welfare
entitlement and enforce social control. To fulfil these functions under a declining state
sector, certain authority and responsibilities — an exclusive domain for securing essential

. . 1
resources — have been delegated to city governments and grassroots agencies.'*®

I first explain how despite the overall policy commitments to equity and equality in the
socialist era, peasants were concurrently regarded as the means of production and subjects
of control. With the retreat of the state from various socialist commitments and yet with the
preservation of the socialist institutions, the differentiated and targeted treatment of rural
migrants was further institutionalised in the reform era."”” However, I contest the argument
that the hukou and danwei systems are merely instruments of the state used to control or
infiltrate society; instead, these systems are also regarded as a source in the development of
an intermediate and semi-autonomous realm between state and society.">* I support this
claim through a discussion of policy changes pertaining to hukou and danwei and the

mechanisms and agencies of local governance in China’s sunbelt cities.

Although relaxation of the hukou system has enabled an influx of cheap labour for the
export-oriented economy, this has not resulted in either social instability or urban decay.
Despite the new policy initiatives in Shenzhen, its Aukou system has continued to
differentiate welfare for rural migrants and nurture societal discrimination against them.
Similarly, although the importance of danwei radically reduced in the mid-1990s, its

functions of regulating labour within spatial units and coordinating subjects within

1% Tang, 2015.

137" Socialist institutions refer to the traditional institutions inherited from the socialist era, which may or
may not have elements of socialism.

138 Cf. Lee and Zhang, 2013; Lu and Perry, 1997; Solinger, 1999; Teets, 2013.
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exclusive realms have not been fully abandoned. The factory dormitories of joint ventures
and private firms in the development zone of the SEZ have reproduced and intensified the
practice of combining economic relations and spatial form, leading to the contemporary
manifestation of the danwei. The need to ensure both a constant supply of labour and rigid
surveillance of migrants has ironically aligned nominally socialist authorities and capitalist
investors, yielding the sweatshop phenomenon. In contrast, the role of collective agencies,
which combine economic resources and political authority, is clearly evident in the
differences observed in the performances of four urban villages described in Chapters 5

and 6.

Until the proliferation of urban villages in mid-1990s, rural migrants typically underwent a
period of residence in a highly controlled factory dormitory in the development zone,
followed by assimilation into relatively autonomous urban village housing in the suburbs
or city centre. A sense of improvement is thus widely experienced among rural migrants
when they become tenants in an urban village, and this perception partly explains why they
have accepted the status quo rather than contested the institutional form and communal
order. Because private firms exclusively regulate factory dormitories, whereas a
combination of political and socioeconomic units simultaneously govern urban villages,
the contrasting outcomes of factory dormitories and urban villages reveal the relatively

desirable form of migrant settlement and community governance.

Periodic adjustments of the hukou system have not eliminated discrimination against rural
migrants but have instead continued to restrain migrants’ demands on urban welfare. While
the danwei system has been severely weakened, its logic of combing economic and social
functions in governing an urban unit has found a contemporary manifestation. Above all,
these changes have consolidated an intermediate space and empowered a grassroots agency
that checks direct intervention by the state and provides essential public goods in the
migrant enclaves. This trade-off between eligibility to negotiation and entitlement of
participation is crucial to explaining how China can encourage economic growth while

simultaneously establishing a threshold for social (in) stability.

INSTITUTIONAL FOUNDATIONS OF THE RURAL-URBAN DIVIDE
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The Hukou System and Differentiated Entitlements

To distinguish itself from its predecessors and restore the economy after years of war, the
new socialist regime’s priority was to increase productivity through industrialisation. This
agenda established a set of new institutions to address the challenges of governing cities
that were traditionally the bases of its enemies and to realise its promises of social reform
for its supporters.'”’ Using the pioneering Soviet Union’s experience as a model was not
only ideologically appropriate but also highly convenient; relying on the masses was
another option, as they were among the few resources that were abundant in the
underdeveloped country and were ready to be mobilised. Consequently, a command
economy and a resident permit (propiska) system were implemented to regulate peasants’

mobility and collectivise their productivity as prerequisites for growth.'*

Owing to the size
of the migrant population and its internal dynamics, China’s hukou system was ultimately

more rigid and comprehensive than its Soviet counterpart.

Although the First Five-Year Plan (1953-1957) aimed to provide only 1 million city jobs
per year, more than 20 million peasants had already entered towns or cities between 1949
and 1957.'*" The huge influx of rural migrants occurred primarily because urban factories
were confronting unrealistic production quotas set by the central planning agency. The
factory management thus heavily recruited peasants to reduce production costs and to fulfil

142
quotas.

Although this practice actually served the state’s development agenda, the State
Council did not endorse this bottom-up initiative and regarded this group of migrants as a
“blind flow” (mangliu) that was harmful to orderly industrialisation and structural
security.'* This intervention from the central authority clearly reveals the hidden tension
between the goals of maintaining economic growth and enabling social control. In the
socialist period, this tension was largely resolved by compromising the latter to achieve the

former.

To this end, the hukou system was implemented in cities in 1951, extended to the

144

countryside in 1955 and incorporated throughout the entire country in 1958."" The system

1% Meisner, 1999: 75-77.

140 Solinger, 1996:33-34.

! Walder, 1986:36. Data from the National Bureau of Statistics suggest that the urban population increased
from 71.6 million to 99.5 between 1953 and 1957.

12 Potter, 1983: 468.

143 Chan and Zhang, 1999:830.

144 Chan and Zhang, 1999:819-820.
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then linked every individual to his or her permanent residence and differentiated
socioeconomic entitlements between peasants and urbanites, with the aim of ensuring
structural stability in developed urban areas, and regulating labour to guarantee the means
of production for the command economy. The system served three functions: controlling
geographic mobility, differentiating welfare entitlements and enforcing social control.'*
By the mid-1980s, control over geographic mobility was abandoned to encourage surplus
labour in the agricultural sector to seek employment in the manufacturing sector. However,
the system’s two remaining functions have remained intact. Compared with the peasants,
who are tied to their rural land and have access to few public goods and services, urbanites
enjoy relatively extensive public amenities and social security, including unemployment

assistance, subsidised housing, pensions, health care, and public education.

To remain and work in cities, rural migrants are required to obtain three documents from
the regulating authorities. Without a temporary resident permit (zanzhu zheng), a family
planning certificate, (shengyu zheng), and an identity card (shenfen zheng), these migrants
will be sent back to their rural residences. Although the hukou system requires these
documents to enforce population control, the document requirements have resulted in
miscellaneous charges and endemic corruption. In the countryside, public security bureaus
and family planning commissions each charge tens to hundreds of yuan to issue outside
work permits and family planning certificates. In some cases, when migrants return to the
country and subsequently wish to return to work in the city, they must submit new
applications and repay the fees. In the city, each of the two regulating authorities charges
additional hundreds of yuan to issue and review temporary resident permits and family
planning certificates, most of which expire each year and require renewal.'*® The process
repeats along with the alternating migration pattern, contributing to the ‘little treasury’
(xiao jinku) in the localities."*” The presence of vested interests that blend power and
wealth explains why Ahukou reform has often encountered great resistance from regulating

authorities.

To avoid these charges, it is not uncommon for some migrants to take risks and become

what are known as ‘three no individuals’, who are then subjected to constant state

%> Cheng and Selden, 1994; State Council, 1955.
146 Sun, 2004:fn4.
147 Cao, 2010:302.
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surveillance and violence. In 2003, Sun Zhigang, a rural migrant who failed to produce
these documents, was sent to a detention centre, forced to wait to be deployed, and then
beaten to death. Sun’s status as a university student who had a temporary resident permit
raised nationwide attention. Scholars, NPC delegates, and even the Premier intervened.'*
A total of 20 officers were held accountable for his death, and the custody and repatriation
policy that had authorised his detainment was abolished; however, the Aukou regulation
that required all rural migrants to produce three documents has remained intact. Despite
illustrating the party-state’s adaptability in the face of a public outcry, the state has yet to
address the discriminatory treatment of rural migrants. From this perspective, the hukou
system has perpetually institutionalised the rural-urban divide, in which peasants and rural
migrants not only are entitled to fewer goods and services and subjected to targeted
surveillance and control but are also accorded inferior status as a result of such differential
treatment. '*’ This is widely viewed as the institutional cause of wealth and income
inequality between peasants and urbanities, causing structural tensions as China’s economy

further liberalizes.'°

The Danwei System and an Enclosed Realm

Compared with the hukou system, which was adopted for the entire country, the danwei
system is an almost exclusively urban formulation. The origin of this system can be traced
to the Yan’an period in the 1930s, during which the CCP aimed to create an intermediate
realm between public and private realms. The interests of the minor public (xiao gong) or
the danwei were preserved within or along with those of the greater public (da gong) or the

151
state.'

Exclusive property or specific functions were devolved to each danwei to promote
self-sufficiency and self-reliance. Although the boundary between the minor public and the
greater public had always been ambiguous, the creation of this intermediate realm
reinforced the privileges of urbanites and different work units while regulating social
relations through spatial forms. Danwei was thus both a conceptual realm and a physical

realm. To cite Henri Lefebvre:

A revolution that does not produce a new space has not realised its full potential;
indeed, it has failed in that it has not changed life itself but has merely changed

18 Niu, 2003.

149 Cheng and Selden, 1994; Solinger, 1999.
150 Sun, 2004; Li, 2005; Cao, 2010.

B Ly, 1997:29.
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ideological superstructures, institutions or political apparatuses.'™

Although Lefebvre is referring to the macrostructure of Chinese socialism, his observation
concerning the interplay among spatial form, social life and ruling ideology is far from
obsolete. Consistent with the theories of Lefebvre and the image of communism, the
danwei system was regarded as an instrument of the state to regulate and infiltrate society
and to practise everyday surveillance.'”® The extension of the system to all urban areas and
its success in transforming people’s identities to the extent that the answers to “Where are
you from?” changed from one’s native place to one’s workplace affirmed the
understanding that the danwei not only conquered the private sphere but also contributed to
people’s organised dependence on the party enterprise or the consolidation of

: 154
corporatism. '

On the other hand, danwei system also constituted similar working-class
communities and workplaces that stimulated collective pride and mutual assistance, which

were seen by E. P. Thompson as a hotbed for the formation of class consciousness.'”>

Certainly, the danwei system served to regulate the livelihoods, welfare, and social
activities of urban workers to nurture the content of their daily lives and their loyalty to
their official patrons. In this regard, a danwei was an administrative, economic and spatial
unit."® First, each danwei was an administrative unit that controlled the dossier, personnel
matters and cellular boundaries shaping one’s social networks and defining one’s social
status. For each worker, issues such as promotions, penalties, work transfers and marriage
were subject to the approval of his or her senior or supervisory unit. As an economic unit,
each danwei was assigned specific production tasks and quotas, and its workers or
members were accorded exclusive privileges, such as welfare housing, health clinics, child
education and pensions. Although the quantities of these goods and services were similar,
their quality differed between danwei. In this regard, the danwei system not only
differentiated workers from peasants but also nurtured individual workers’ loyalty to and
identification with particular danwei. As a spatial unit, each danwei was designed to
integrate residential areas and workplaces, which were separated into different compounds

that were often adjacent to one another and linked by pathways and recreation facilities.

132 Lefebvre, 1991: 54.

'3 Bray, 2005: ch.5; Walder, 1986: ch.3.
1% Perry, 1997:42; Walder, 1986: 11-13.
'3 Thompson, 1963: 129, 408-410.

1% 1 u and Perry, 1997:5.
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The allocation of apartments had no relation with personal wealth. Instead, the quality and
size of apartments were determined by the status and capacity of one’s danwei, one’s
seniority within the system and the size of one’s family. Not every city was organised in
the ideal form; however, the danwei had performed the functions of standardising urban

space, providing social security and centralising the means of production.'”’

However, the danwei system was not merely a state tool; it had also developed an internal
logic and interests. As the sophisticated and comprehensive functions described above
reveal, the danwei occupied a relatively autonomous sphere between the state and society.
First, the system represented a realm of the “minor public” given the tasks of providing
certain public goods and regulating social relations. Second, these tasks were based on the
logic of self-reliance, which the danwei, as an organizational form, enjoyed the exclusive
capacity and flexibility to adapt to standard policy guidelines and changing social
conditions."*® Andrew Walder, in the 1980s, discovered that an implicit agreement existed
between managers and workers in the danwei, whereby managers promised to maximise
bonuses and minimise tight quota, while workers agreed to produce effectively and not
abuse machines or waste materials.'” This is because the management team’s performance
was judged by its ability to enhance workers’ income and benefits and other social
indicators. As the opportunity to move between workplaces was low, once an exit strategy
was not feasible, managers and workers preferred to negotiate rather than be content. Not
only did the danwei enable the presence of an organised working class, it also promoted
job-home balance, social equality and generalised reciprocity.'®® In this regard, except
during the high tide of political campaigns or socialist experiments, the danwei performed
the socio-political function of constraining the scale of collective action.'®' More precisely,
protests during the Mao era were largely limited to the boundaries established by each
danwei through which mobilisation was structured within different cellar units and was

prevented from developing into mass incidents that could affect political stability.'®*

Economic relations were indeed much easier to regulate than spatial relations. One reason

for this relative ease of regulation was the mismatch between the number of residential

157 Gaubatz, 1995: 35-42; Whyte, 1999:175-177.
81 i et al., 2009.

1% Walder, 1989.

1% Wang and Chai. 2009.

' u and Perry, 1997:9.

12 Strand, 1990.
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apartments and the size of a danwei. Because of this misalignment, welfare housing was
widely regarded as the most important amenity and the symbol of danwei. In 1998, the
State Council issued a circular to encourage urbanisation by legalising the sale of welfare

. . . . 1
and economic housing in the private market.'®

Danwei no longer allocated new flats to
employees, and old flats were traded for currency. The circular effectively marked the end
of a welfare housing policy that had lasted a half-century and the disintegration of the all-
inclusive danwei system. Most notably, housing has since become a commodity rather than
an entitlement, contributing to the booms of the property market and the banking sector.
Although this policy gave the old-generation danwei workers a final opportunity to own
property at a discounted rate, rural migrants and the youth were excluded by default. State

or collective assets were hence redistributed to those enjoying institutional privileges,

discriminating against those who did not.

The rural-urban divide is determined by place of residence and the availability of
resources. Whereas the hukou system regulates the entitlement aspect of the social system,
the danwei system addressed the provision aspect. Despite market reforms, the hukou
system has continued to deny citizenship status of rural migrants and reinforce their
discriminative entitlements and discretionary residence. Undoubtedly, the danwei system
was more developed in the industrial North than in the coastal South in the socialist era.
However, the idea of a SEZ and the administrative structure of its economic model largely
constitute the contemporary manifestation of danwei, as will be discussed below. But this
development should not be mistaken for a return to corporatism. On the contrary, it reveals
the complexities and nuances of associational life and social welfare provisions in the

midst of capitalist reforms that deviates from the state-centred corporatist framework.'®*

PERIODIC ADAPTATIONS AND THE RATIONALITY OF HUKOU SYSTEM

Encircling the City from the Countryside
The relaxation of the hukou system has closely reflected the reality of market reforms,
despite being embedded in a certain socialist rationality and conditioned by organizational

interests. The first wave of major reforms occurred in October 1984 when the State

19 State Council, 1998.
194 Cf. Lin, 1995; Unger and Chan, 2008; Howell, 2012.
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Council allowed rural migrants who had urban jobs and registered shelters to temporarily
reside in townships.'® As a follow-up measure, the Ministry of Public Security introduced
temporary residence permits (jizhu zheng) in September 1985 to legalise the residence of
rural migrants in urban areas. Any peasants who remained in cities for more than three
months were allowed to apply for permits, thus invalidating the old regulation that required
peasants to register with local police for more than three days of urban residence and

accelerating the process of labour migration in the coastal provinces.'

In most Chinese cities, the residence permit is renewable but must be re-registered every
year. As a hub of rural-urban migration and China’s first SEZ, Shenzhen has extended the
permit renewal period to two years,'®” an effort to ensure an abundant supply of labour for
the export-oriented economy in the sunbelt while reflecting the sunbelt cities’ ability to
select productive and qualified migrants. Throughout the 1980s, only talented and educated
individuals were permitted to stay and work in the SEZ. This selection mechanism
guaranteed the means of production but also provided a stabilising force. One notable
example was the Kaida Toy Factory, which was one of the earliest and largest joint
ventures in the Shekou Industrial Zone, the first open industrial zone created as part of
China’s market reforms. In 1982, an ordinary worker at the factory could earn a monthly
income of 400 yuan, which was four times the salary and allowance of workers in State-
owned Enterprises (guoying give or SOEs).'®® For a time, working for Kaida was among
the most glorious occupations in China, illustrating the chance of rural migrants’

integration into cities in the early reform period.

Before 1984, grave uncertainty regarding the pace and scale of market reforms persisted
and led to caution in the recruitment of labour. Joint ventures primarily recruited — or, more
accurately, the local authority only allowed — the rusticated youth or danwei workers in
nearby countries or cities to enter the SEZ’s job market.'® Strictly speaking, these workers
were migrants but not rural migrants, as most of them had already possessed urban Aukou
in second- or third-tier cities. Workers in SEZ were divided into three types in descending

order of benefits and prospects: regular labour (zhengshi gong), contract labour (heyue

165 State Council, 1984.

1% Ministry of Public Security, 1985.

17 Shenzhen Municipal Chorography, 2013, vol.4: 77.

'8 Shenzhen Commercial Daily, 22 February 2012.
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gong) and temporary labour (/inshi gong). The educated youth and danwei workers who
had an urban hukou were initially employed as contract workers; after three years of
probation, they were upgraded to regular labourers entitled to obtain a Shenzhen hukou.'™
By contrast, the migrants, some of whom were recruited in violation of state regulations,

were employed as temporary workers.

These practices not only survived but also intensified with further privatisation in the
1990s and 2000s. Despite enactment of the Labour Law and the Labour Contract Law in
2008, which respectively mandate equal pay for equal work and create litigation
procedures to redress unfair treatment, the overall situation remains discriminatory against
migrants. Young migrants, in particular, despite having better education and better skills,
became dispatch workers, receiving lower pay and fewer fringe benefits. However, due to
competition from outsourcing service providers, many private firms and SOEs regularly
engaged in labour dispatching and outsourcing. A study conducted by the All-China
Federation of Trade Unions in 2010 revealed that the total number of dispatch workers in
China had reached 60 million, constituting as many as 30 to 60 per cent of workers in
many SOEs and private corporations in Guangdong.'”' Due to the differentiated treatment
endorsed by the hukou system and the fact that many of companies did not directly sign

contracts with dispatch workers, the labour laws cannot regulate these practices.

Although workers in the SEZ’s factories were widely considered the lucky few across
China, their prospects were structurally differentiated. While they worked in the same
factories, contract workers and regular workers, determined by their Aukou origins,
followed parallel paths, with differing prospects and little chance of converging. Workers’
hukou status functioned not only as an entry ticket but also as a triumph card through

which the cycle of discrimination continued to revolve.

Granting Citizenship to the Talented and Obedient Few
Another wave of reform concerns the relaxation of the policy to convert agricultural hukou

into non-agricultural hukou (nongzhuanfei). Between 1992 and 1994, several large cities
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began to introduce the “blue-stamp” hukou. '~ Similarly to the American green card, this

170 Southern Metropolitan Daily Special Research Team, 2012:18.
'"! China Labour Support Networks, 2014.
'72 Chan and Zhang, 1999:836.
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type of hukou contained a blue stamp issued by the public security bureau, enabling its
holder to enjoy social security entitlements and civil rights comparable to those of the
owners of urban Aukou. The blue-stamp hukou was designed to attract talented migrants
from Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan as well as wealthy migrants who could afford to buy
private property in the cities. Because the transition period of conversion of blue-stamp
hukou into formal urban hukou was as brief as two years, wealthy migrants were motivated
to buy commercial property, contributing to the first wave of property fever in China.
Although this transitional policy was abandoned in most cities by the early 2010s (and
completely invalidated by a new reform in 2014), adjusting the hukou system to adapt to

specific conditions and local needs represented a form of bottom-up initiative.'”

Shenzhen has been the pioneer in inventing and testing these new policy initiatives. In
2005, the Shenzhen government issued a circular and five supplementary documents in an
attempt to construct “a harmonious and efficient city” by strengthening and aligning the
standard of population control with the level of urban development.'” The primary aim of
the initiative was to attract an essential and productive labour force to upgrade industries
and hasten urbanisation. First, Shenzhen like many metropolises changed their migrants’
temporary resident permit (zanzhuzheng) to residence permit (juzhuzheng) in 2008, which
allowed rural migrants to enjoy some benefits once exclusive to urbanities. Although the
entitlements between urbanities and migrants have since then been minimized, the
difference remains substantial. Table 3 summaries the differences in entitlements between

urban citizens and rural migrants, as of 2014.

Table 3 Entitlements between Holders of Urban Hukou and Residence Permit

Urban Hukou Resident Permit

Residence Unconditional Renew every two years
Reapply at the end of the contract

Health and Exclusive rights Conditional rights of access to some urban welfare
Pension Secure assess after three months of social security contributions
Restricted transfer of benefits from one city to others or
back to one’s native place
Insecure and varied levels of benefits

Child Nine years of free and Free education after meeting some economic and
Education compulsory education public security related criteria
Higher probability of Lower probability of university admission but higher

173 Cheng and Selden, 1994; Chan and Buckingham, 2008.
7% Shenzhen Government, 2005.
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university admission tuition or sponsorship fees

Housing Low-cost or welfare Ineligible for any low-cost or welfare housing,
housing for low income regardless of income
group Major difficulties in obtaining mortgages

Employment Better pay, training and Restricted to serve in some service sectors, including

fringe benefits various civil service bureaus

Rights to permits, Ineligible to apply for certain business permits,

licences, and benefits government licences, and unemployment benefits
Civil rights Serve as electorates Cannot vote in elections for resident committees (until

Travel and study aboard ~ 2012) and people’s congresses in the city
Cannot apply for documents for overseas travel to
Hong Kong or Macau

Source: Compiled using data from Shenzhen’s government websites and interviews with officials.

Second, the city authority also established a point scheme to standardise the criteria for
hukou transfer.'” Since 2010, the threshold to apply for hukou transfer has been set at 100
and involves six indexes: personal credentials, de facto residency, social security

contributions, age, and official awards. For example:

A university degree receives 60 points, while a diploma receives zero points; private
property without a mortgage receives 30 points but receives 20 points with a
mortgage; paying an annual income tax between 35,000 and 46,000 yuan receives 30
points, whereas paying less than 35,000 yuan receives zero points; being between 18
and 35 years of age receives 5 points, whereas being over 45 receives minus 5 points
per year; social service and offical awards are rewarded but varied between 3 and 30
points depending on the nature of the awarding bodies.'’®

Table 4 compares the weighting of each criterion that enables migrants to pass the entry
threshold and apply for a hukou transfer. It shows that after several years of operation,
there are few differences between the point systems of China’s wealthiest cities. First, the
quality of individual migrants is an overriding criterion. Good education and essential job
skills would each singlehandedly meet the entry threshold. Second, contributions to city
finances and development are highly rated. Such contributions are measured by taxes
payable, social security contributions, and official awards or scientific innovations. Third,
applicants must prove that they are obedient subjects who have not violated the one-child
policy, have not undergone re-education through labour (laogai), do not have criminal
records, have not been affiliated with any illegal and unauthorised organisations, and have

contributed to the local social welfare scheme for more than six months. While the re-

175 Shenzhen Government, 2011; See National Health and Family Commission, 2012: 92-96 for a review of
the implementation of Point System in Guangdong.
176 Shenzhen Civil Affairs Bureau, 2014.
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education system was abandoned in 2013, for more than half a century, this system enabled
the police to send people to labour camps and restrict people’s freedom without trial. As

targets of social control, rural migrants were long victims of this policy.

Table 4 Weighted Index of Hukou Point Scheme in Three Guangdong Cities, 2014

Index/City Shenzhen Guangzhou Dongguan
Pass Mark Ratio
Education 100 117.6 100
Job Skill 100 117.6 100
Tax payable 100 23.5 100
Social security contribution 60 58.8 60
House ownership 30 23.5 30
Official awards 60 141.2 100
Social service 10 11.7 10
Industry in demand n.a 353 30
Scientific invention 50 58.8 60
Years of residence n.a. n.a. 20

Source: Compiled from the Guidebooks for Hukou Transfer through Point Scheme in Shenzhen, Guangzhou
and Dongguan.

Analysis of the application criteria suggests that the new initiative has not provided a path
for the majority of rural migrants to secure citizenship. Essentially, educated, wealthy, and
youthful migrants are eligible to transfer their hukou. Talent and capital become the
overriding criteria for successful hukou transfer, a process whereby the granting of
citizenship is justified as growth promoting, albeit at the cost of equity. In contrast to
Guangzhou, where the hukou spaces for qualified applicants were capped at 3,000 as of
2014, Shenzhen abolished its annual quota of 6,000 in 2013. However, survey data indicate
that only 18 per cent of rural migrants in Shenzhen met the above threshold in 2013."”’
Indeed, our migrant interviewees, most of whom are tenants of the village of Gong, are
indifferent to and dissatisfied with what the government refers to as “the hukou policy for

1
the new era”:'’®

Wang, a 28-year-old migrant from Jiangxi, regarded the policy as a kind of privilege
(tequan) that was not meant for average (putong) rural migrants. He loved and was
absorbed into city life but could not imagine the possibility of transferring his hukou,
as was also true of his friends in a medium-sized electronics factory.'”

Tian, who had worked in Shenzhen since 1999, revealed the irony that the longer she
worked and stayed in the city, the further she was from meeting the threshold, as age
and educational attainment had gradually worked against her. The awards of service
(xianjin) she had received over the years in the danwei or street offices had offered

""" Shenzhen Civil Affairs Bureau, 2014.
'8 Interview, municipal government official, 27 September 2013.
179 Interview, migrant worker, Shenzhen, 28 August 2013.
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little help.'®

These testimonies reveal that the hukou system has not only differentiated the entitlements
of migrants but also nurtured their belief that they are not an integrated part of the city,
regardless of their contributions to and lengths of stay within it. Moreover, the threshold
limit is highly discriminatory in that it tends to reward the privileged few while excluding

the disadvantaged majority.

However, the fortunate few who are eligible to apply for a transfer do not unanimously
welcome the policy either. Basically, class and income sources divide them. On the one
hand, the native villagers of all four urban villages, most of whom are landlords,
acknowledged the policy but felt lukewarm towards it. A frequently raised concern was
that the transfer would effectively deprive them of rural land dividends that are worth more
than urban social security protection. As such, rather than targeting Shenzhen’s hukou,
these villagers have done whatever is necessary to retain their collective land ownership
and be exempted from urban governance. Second, migrant entrepreneurs of small and
medium-sized businesses as well as educated and professional rural migrants, most of
whom are tenants of the Shi and Shang Villages, are more interested in applying for
Shenzhen’s hukou. For these cohorts, who represent the income-earning classes, the
possibility of permanent residence in a familiar place, receiving social security protection
for them and their children, is highly attractive. Moreover, returning to their native lands is
no longer viable for them because many have lost their land rights in their native place due
to land requisition or possession by other family members.'®' These contrasting responses
reveal that the city-based hukou system has not addressed structural inequality associated

with the hukou system and may have even aggravated it.

Third, under the present system, the typical poor migrant, who is truly in need of welfare to
build his or her social capacity, cannot meet the threshold. The requirement that migrants
must have contributed to social security for more than six months is unrealistic for many.
First, the disposable incomes of rural migrants are limited after payment of rent and daily
expenses and purchases of household necessities. Most elder migrants prioritise either

remittances for their families or personal savings and investments. Migrant youths, who

180 Interview, migrant worker, Shenzhen, 30 August 2013.
'81 Although the land system entitles every household or individual an alienable parcel of land, it has not
addressed demographic changes, which effectively deprives the land right of the youth generation.
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have an extremely low marginal return on their contributions to the local social welfare
scheme, have opted for either consumption or education. Second, frequent frustrations in
China’s labour market have forced rural migrants to frequently seek new jobs, typically
compelling them to remain in a city for two to three years. With this common uncertainty,
rural migrants have little incentive to contribute to a social security system linked to a
particular city. This rigid requirement clearly derives from the hukou system and the fiscal

reform of 1994, after which city finances became self-help.'**

The mismatches outlined above largely explain why the number of successful urban hukou
applications averaged only 40,000 per year between 2010 and 2013 in Shenzhen. The
figures were much lower than the targets set by the city government in its 12™ Five-Year
Plan (2010-2015), in which it pledged to increase its hukou population from 250 million to
400 million.'® In view of this policy dilemma, the city authority has provided basic
welfare coverage to rural migrants. Although more substantial medical care remains tied to
migrants’ original residences, the children of migrants who have lived in Shenzhen for

more than one year have been granted public education since 2005.

The city’s Population Management Office claims that more than 98 per cent of its

. . 184
permanent residents are covered by social welfare.'®

But this figure must be interpreted
with caution. First, the figure includes only permanent residents and omits many temporary
migrants who have resided in the city for less than six months. Although the year-end
population of Shenzhen in 2013 was 14.2 million, the sum of the Aukou and floating
populations was 10.4 million. Although temporary residents are often not entitled to local
welfare by international standards, one must recall that the majority of these nearly four
million migrants are fellow countrymen, not foreign nationals, yet are excluded from the
hukou reforms. According to an official and nationwide survey in 2012, less than one-
fourth of migrant workers were covered by endowment and medical insurances at the host
cities and their enrolment in unemployment and maternity insurances were as low as 9.9

and 5.8 per cent respectively. '®

More importantly, the “eligibility without entitlement” argument has profound political

"2 See Pai, 2013:15-40, for how rural migrants float among cities seeking employment.

'83 people’s Daily, 17 October 2012.
184 Interview, government official, Shenzhen, 12 April 2013.
'3 National Health and Family Planning Commission, 2012:43.
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consequences.'*® By eligibility, I mean that the city government has extended the coverage
of social security to cater to the needs of wealthy and highly mobile migrants to absorb
their capital and human resources. By entitlements, I mean that the hukou system has
continued to discriminate against migrants with respect to access to some public housing,
sectors of employment, financial tools, and civil rights. Without legal recognition of
migrants’ rights or a public process for earning them, it is difficult for rural migrants to
transcend their second-class identities and inferior status. Many rural migrants simply
cannot follow and thereby understand the periodic policy changes; they also lack the
knowledge and ability needed to negotiate over what has been promised them by their
employers and grassroots officials. In view of these difficulties, a growing number of
grassroots NGOs in Shenzhen, such as the Little Bird Hotline and the Workers’ Centre,
have altered the focus of their advocacy. Rather than simply providing legal advice to
migrant workers or negotiating with migrants’ employers, these NGOs have devoted the
majority of their time and efforts to organising seminars and workshops to educate workers

about the goods and services available in the city and how to obtain them.'®’

Re-institutionalising the Hukou System

The third wave of reform began after China’s fourth-generation of leaders repeatedly
called for structural reform of the Aukou system in the late 2000s. This call has generated
widespread expectations, prompting constant press reports and academic papers on the
question of whether China has abolished the hukou system. With the change in CCP
leadership confirmed at the Third Plenary of the Communist Party’s 18th Party Congress
in 2013, the hukou reform was formally incorporated into the key document of the party
congress. In July 2014, the State Council issued an opinion outlining the scope of the
reform, and three months later, its Legal Affairs Office drafted a consultation paper to
establish the pace and objectives of the reform. The consultation paper includes three key
components: 1) to allow all nationals to obtain a permit to access basic social welfare
services in their places of residence, 2) to immediately abolish the hukou system in small
towns and abandon it in medium-sized cities by 2020, and 3) to retain the Aukou system in

large and mega-cities with populations greater than 5 million.'*®

'8 Zhang, 2010.
'8 Interview, NGOs staff, Shenzhen, 25 and 26 September 2013.
188 State Council, 2014.
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The changes associated with this reform should not be overstated. Despite the vast scale of
this reform, its pace and aims have not significantly deviated from those of previous
reforms. The State Council’s opinion and consultation paper agree that ‘citizenship should
be enabled incrementally’ and ‘would be granted to capable individuals’. As noted by
many observers, the reform primarily aims to divert urbanisation to small and medium-
sized cities and alleviate the financial burden on social security and mitigate complex
governance issues in large and mega-cities. However, one must recall the size and degree
of urbanisation in China, which substantially limits the extent of reform. As of 2014,
Mainland China had a total of 103 cities with populations above 5 million."® To place this
figure in context, the United States has 8 cities of that size, India has 7, Japan has 3, Brazil
has 3, and 31 other countries have only 1. This group of 103 cities, referred to in the
consultation paper as large and mega-cities, will continue to be regulated by the hukou
system. Because the reform excludes the most common host cities where the majority of
rural migrants reside, the long due reform has neither eliminated the rural-urban divide nor

redressed structural inequality.

Two mid-ranking officials at Shenzhen’s Development and Reform Office recognise this
drawback but implicitly affirm that granting equal citizenship to rural migrants was never
the policy intent:
Shenzhen’s hukou reform mainly aims to absorb talented migrants to ensure the SEZ’s
suitable development. Our city finances simply could not afford the running expense if
urban hukou are allocated to everyone. Stability is another concern. One must be a

pioneer, but at the same time, one must be realistic. Establishing a model experience
(dianxing jingyan) for the city is going to benefit many.

True, we target an endorsement of the central government, not only because this helps
to coordinate actions between branch and lump (tiao-kuai) and drives favourable
polices but also because an endorsed model can easily travel to other cities.'”’

The rationale of policy makers in one of most progressive and wealthy cities reveals the
extent of adaptive governance.'’’ The key criterion of a good policy proposal is not
whether it addresses the structural problems of the existing framework but whether it
would be welcomed by the centre and applied to other areas. Central recognition is linked
to promotion and is clearly the cadres’ primary concern. By the same token, concern about

widespread applicability indicates why the bottom-up political initiative has become

%% Calculated from NBS, 2014b: 13-19.
0 Interviews, government officials, Shenzhen, 31 August 2013 and 14 August 2014.
! Until 2011, Shenzhen was the only megacity in China that had never experienced a financial deficit.
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increasingly moderate after decades of reform, as radical reform would create problems for
other policy makers confronting similar issues. From this perspective, the financial burden
is only one of the many obstacles to reforming the Aukou system. Concerns about impeding
the vested interests of government xitong and imperilling the essential tools of social

control are at least equally important.

URBAN CONTESTATION, DORMITORY AND ENCLAVES

From the perspective of local governments, the rural migrant is a means of production and
a source of contestation. Shenzhen has experienced two phases of rural-urban migration,
corresponding to different contestation dynamics. The municipality maintained an average
urban population growth rate of 15.8 per cent in the 1980s, and this rose to 24 per cent in
the first half of the 1990s. In the first period, the city primarily absorbed intra-provincial
migrants, including some rusticated youth holding urban Aukous. In the second period, it
led other cities with respect to massive inter-provincial migration. Intra-provincial
migrants find it easier to reside with friends or relatives and less costly to return to the
countryside when the urban job market becomes saturated or unstable. In contrast, inter-
provincial migrants have had a genuine need to find self-help accommodations in host

cities.

Many first-generation migrants did not build homes in the cities, due to their communal
ties and ultimate goals: working away was for them primarily a means of improving their
families’ living standards and status in their native villages. Cheap and substandard
housing thus allowed these rural migrants to minimise their living expenses in cities and
maximise their remittances to their rural families and permanent residences. However,
second-generation migrants, most of whom have lost or were never granted land rights,
have more individualistic expectations and have adopted modern lifestyles, which can only
be pursued in cities. A survey conducted in Shanghai in 2012 (n=2000) showed that 39.79
per cent of young migrants intend to reside in big cities permanently, developing their

192

careers and raising their families. "~ This behavioural change has put enormous pressure on

housing, medical care, child education, and communal services in cities.

192 National Health and Family Planning Commission, 2012:129.
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The fiscal reform of 1994 further intensified spatial contestation in China’s sunbelt. The
reform replaced the revenue-sharing system with a tax-sharing system in which customs,
sales, and the majority of value-added taxes were exclusively central, and taxes on
business, stamps, property, and land use were exclusively local. This reform has improved
the central government’s extractive capacity in relation to local governments. Booming
cities such as Shenzhen were motivated to explore locally generated revenue to maintain
public investments and cover social security expenses.'”” It is estimated that land-related
revenue accounted for 72 per cent of the total revenue of Guangdong Province after
1995."* This backdrop implies that Shenzhen’s urban contestation is probably among the
most severe in the country. When rapid urbanisation and rural-urban migration encounter a
fiscally weak and administratively shrunken state, social decay and ungoverned enclaves
tend to result. Nevertheless, the pattern and nature of Shenzhen’s migrant accommodations

llustrate certain deviations.

Table 5: Types of Migrant Accommodation in Guangdong, 2001-2012 (%)

Accommodation/Year 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012
Dormitory 448 478 438 391 377 340 329 336 278 298 272 244
Construction site 10.8 8.8 6.7 6.1 5.7 4.9 4.8 4.6 3.5 3.5 33 2.6
Rental house 309 348 421 453 473 520 528 522 584 571 59.5 632
Hotel or hostel 5.9 2.6 1.7 1.5 1.8 1.9 1.7 1.7 1.5 1.3 1.4 0.9
Local resident’s house 3.5 33 33 3.9 4.0 33 34 3.6 4.1 3.8 4.0 4.0

Others incl. own apartment 4.2 2.7 3.2 3.9 34 4.0 4.4 4.3 4.7 4.5 4.6 4.9

Source: Compiled using data from Ministry of Public Security, 2001-2012.

Table 5 shows the types and features of migrant accommodations in Guangdong Province
over the last decade.'®® The overall pattern of migrants’ choices of accommodation
clustered consistently around affordable and temporary housing. The major types of
migrant accommodation were dormitory and rental housing, which on average accounted
for 84 per cent of accommodations. Since 2004, rental housing has gradually replaced
dormitories as the most favoured migrant accommodation. In Shenzhen, manufacturing

workers employed by large enterprises often lived in dormitories provided by their

'3 Wang, 1997; Zhang, 1999.
' Ho and Lin, 2005: 700.
15 Shenzhen does not have such consecutive data, but its selective records concur with Guangdong’s.
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employers, all of which were adjacent to the factories. Construction workers and domestic
workers were accommodated, respectively, in temporary compounds built onsite and in
employers’ private households, both of which were functionally another form of dormitory.
Other rural migrants who owned or worked in small and medium enterprises or service
industries tended to seek private accommodations on their own. According to an annual
report by Shenzhen’s Urban Villages Redevelopment Office, urban village housing

accounted for approximately 92 per cent of the rental housing of rural migrants.'”

In addition, the majority of migrant accommodations are temporary housing. Between
2001 and 2012, less than 5 per cent of rural migrants purchased houses in cities. Renting
urban village apartments or residing in factory dormitories requires less capital and
provides greater flexibility, a rational choice given the migrants’ low income earning
capabilities in the cities and back-and-forth migration patterns. The fact that the hukou
system denies rural migrants socioeconomic entitlements, such as subsidised public
housing and the ability to obtain a mortgage within their host cities, was the institutional
factor that forced migrants to remain perpetually floating. However, even if rural
migrants—as second-class citizens and transients—had a genuine interest in looking for
affordable housing or were trapped in temporary housing, these two factors do not explain
how and why valuable lands, subjected to urban sprawl, were used to construct factory

dormitories and apartments for the most disadvantaged.'®’

Privatised Factory Dormitories and Controlled Space

Despite the disintegration of the danwei system, the idea of an organised work unit has not
appeared in China. One of its proxies is the broad functional system (xifong) within the
party-state, which remains influential in shaping China’s economic development. Each of
the ministries or commissions in the State Council and the bureaus of the Communist Party
has hierarchical units at each territorial level of government. These units include
government agencies and state-owned enterprises, which are assigned specific ranks and
jurisdictions. Power is therefore fragmented among different xifong and municipal
governments, generating both tension and collaboration regarding issues of vital interest,
such as competition for urban land. Hundreds of xifong are found in Shenzhen, and a group

of important ones is referred to as the ‘eight great lords’ (bada zhuhou), indicating their

1% Shenzhen Urban Planning, Land and Resources Commission, 2005:12.
17 Chapter 5 will discuss the relationship between the land system and urban village housing in detail.
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18 These xitong are formally subsidiaries of SOEs or

autonomy within the municipality.
extensions of local governments, but in practice, they are often mixed with private capital
of officials. Their lands were of high quality and quantity because they continuously
offered loans, leverage, and political support to the municipal government. One retired
official commented that collaborations between different segments of the state promoted
growth when Shenzhen was weak and poor and minimised risk when the municipality

became prosperous and autonomous.'”” In other words, political linkage is a source of both

funding and political support.

The primacy of xitong can be traced to the administrative and spatial arrangements of
Shekou. China Merchant Group, a subsidiary of the Ministry of Communications, was
assigned the responsibility of operating China’s first industrial zone open to foreign capital.
The transportation xitong has since controlled all land appropriation in Shekou, which was
approximately one-thirtieth of the initial SEZ area. The group formed a management
committee in the industrial zone and concurrently expanded its business there. This
experiment not only blurred the distinction between the state and the market but also
reproduced certain socialist danwei practices during the course of market reforms.
Shekou’s founding head and Shenzhen’s longest-serving mayor concurred that this
arrangement aimed to limit the mobility of workers, contain the effects of the development

zone, and safeguard the livelihoods of danwei workers during the early reform stages.”*’

Capitalists who were concerned about the uncertainty of investing in a socialist regime
highly approved these institutions. Two senior executives of manufacturing companies
recalled that, in addition to the land required to build factories, their joint enterprises in

Shekou were allocated an additional portion of land to build factory dormitories.”"’

Apart
from the advantage of controlling the means of production, these manufacturing companies
were also attracted by dividends from land assets because, although factory dormitories are
prohibited by law from being mortgaged, in practice, these building structures have always
increased the total estimated value of factory complexes. This practice, which is still in
force today, has provided a strong economic incentive for private investors to support, or

abuse, the state land ownership inherited from the socialist era.

'8 Chen, 2010: 110.

199 Interview, Shenzhen, 13 March 2012.

290 Xy, 2008: 50-53; Shenzhen Municipal Chorography, 2011, vol.4: 99.
! Interview, Hong Kong, 1 December 2013.
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As a result of collaboration between the xitong and firms, many first-generation migrants
in Shenzhen’s export-oriented industry were not required to find their own urban shelters
because suitable shelters had already been designated. Manufacturing companies have
produced many multi-storey factories and high-rise dormitories in industrial zones or
secondary barriers. For large enterprises, these dormitories were built adjacent to factories;
for medium-sized enterprises, the factories and dormitories were densely located on
different floors in the same compounds. The most extreme example was Foxconn, a mega-
world plant that accommodated all of its 550,000 workers in dormitories on two campuses

in the Bao’an district.>*

Although the appearance of a factory dormitory was similar to that of standard residential
apartments, the facilities inside were primitive, with restricted living spaces. Migrants were
typically provided bunk beds on which they hung their clothes and belongings. Each room
accommodated 8 to 24 people, and individual living spaces were as small as 20 square feet
each. The number of inhabitants on each floor ranged from 50 to 120, and everyone shared
a public bathroom. Regardless of marital status, workers were treated as single and
assigned to single-sex dormitories.””> One exception was found on Foxconn’s Longhua
campus, which had installed a wide variety of communal, recreational, and catering
facilities. That particular campus was propagated as a model factory for customers,
governments, and the media. Similar facilities were absent from other Foxconn campuses
and from those of other companies.’” These facilities were installed before the strikes but
fully renovated after the suicide cases. However, because of long working hours and tight

surveillance, migrant workers rarely have time to use these facilities.

Several factors were required to reproduce a spatially regulated workplace in the reform
era. First, complimentary dormitories were allocated and served as housing stipends to
extract marginal labour productivity and to control the means of production, particularly in
response to fluctuations between peak and low seasons.’” Training, surveillance and
overtime work were more manageable when migrant workers resided next to the factory.

Second, once migrant workers resided within a factory complex in an industrial zone, their

292 pyn and Chan, 2012: 386, 394-395.

203 ieldwork, Shenzhen, 12-18 March 2012.

204 pun and Chan, 2012: 394; Zhou and Cai, 2008: 230-233.
25 perlin, 2013: 46-52.
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mobility and interaction with other social actors were effectively restricted. Migrants’
service to industrial development was consumed, and their potential threats to city order

were thus minimised.

These practices suggest that the Chinese state may have selectively retreated from its stated
functions during the market reforms. Such practices also inevitably prompted concern that
the spatial configurations in China’s sunbelt were marginalising migrants, who were
provided with a place to stay and work in the city despite having their “rights to the city”
denied. This thesis proposes that ordinary citizens should have been entitled to participate
in important decisions that shaped their city and affected their livelihoods.””® From this
perspective, the factory dormitories functioned almost like cages containing rural migrants
who served as tenants and human resources but not as citizens. Although these migrants’
contestations were contained, they were not resolved. Over time, migrants resorted to
various “weapons of the weak” to sustain their contestations and call attention to their
existence. Some migrants chose suicide to voice their grievances, as on the Foxconn
campuses, whereas others adopted exit strategies to move from factory dormitories to
urban villages. Some migrants practised everyday resistance tactics, such as disconformity,

foot-dragging, and pilferage, as reported by migrant workers and labour NGOs.*"’

In short, the spatial contestation in China’s sunbelt cities has largely been managed and
absorbed by the interplay between surviving socialist institutions (or traditional practices
without elements of socialism) and new market forces in the context of the rural-urban
divide. Factory dormitories, which constituted one of the two dominant forms of migrant
accommodations in Shenzhen and across South China, are the physical evidence of that
collaboration. Certainly, the absence of overt resistance should not be mistaken for a lack
of contestation. The continuous presence of rural migrants, including their residence, work

and exchange, has transformed the urban fabric of Shenzhen.

Having said that, the spatial and political order in China’s sunbelt has largely been
preserved by the interplay between adaptive hukou system and revitalised danwei system
and the resulting patterns of migration and settlements. These systems provided affordable

dwellings, delivered basic public goods, and reinforced social control and class domination,

206 Harvey, 2012.
27 Scott, 1987; Guang, 2005: 481-506; Pun and Chan, 2012:385; Fieldwork, Shenzhen, 12-18 March 2012.
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thereby regulating migrant contestations and preventing their integration into formal cities.
The larger question here concerns the process and consequences of urbanization. While
urban expansion can be all-round costly for policy makers, they tend to view urbanization
as strategically necessary but migrant assimilation as secondary, thereby ignoring some of
the difficulties and contradictions mentioned. The dynamics and impacts of this orientation

will be further addressed in chapter 6.
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4. The Land System, Exit Points and Privatised Collectives

INTRODUCTION

Land disputes have spread in China as high-speed industrialisation and urbanisation
intensify the demand for farmland and urban space. According to the Ministry of Land and
Resources, the area of arable land decreased from 129.8 million hectares in 1997 to 121.7
million hectares in 2008, amounting to a 6 per cent decrease in roughly one decade.’”®
Land conversion and land use rights transactions are concentrated in the suburbs and urban
areas in light of China’s market reforms and further integration into the global economy.
Foreign investors, private developers, rural collectives, city governments, villagers and
urbanites have become the key actors in this process. Although it is not uncommon for land
expropriation (zhengdi) and housing demolition and relocation (chaigian) to become “mass

incidents”, the scale and effects of these contestations have largely been contained and

regulated in the sunbelt cities and their migrant enclaves.””

This chapter thus seeks to explain the relationship between China’s dual land system and
its pattern of urban contestation and migrant enclaves. Land, which is both a form of
property and a means of production, is central to the socialist regime’s economic and
political agenda. Although land in China has not officially become a commodity, it has
more or less functioned as one because of the on-going marketisation and globalisation in
the reform era. But the persistent pressure regarding development and privatisation has
produced substantial ambiguity in the use and transfer of land, creating an informal land
market and blurring the boundary between regulator and practitioner.”'® In this regard, the
thesis of local state corporatism can be expanded from viewing the state as an economic
agent to analysing the spatial and political implications of the restructuring of state

211
power.

On the one hand, the dual land system accounts for China’s back-and-forth migration

pattern and the provision of shelter for rural migrants in the sunbelt. Migrants are provided

% Eood and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2013: 77.
29 By and Gillespie, 2014:3; Tian, 2008.

219 Lin, 2009: 39, 46.

211 01, 1999; Hsing, 2010:8.
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with incentives and opportunities to work in the countryside if the urban job market
shrinks. Moreover, land appropriation mechanisms are essential for turning urban villages
into the dominant form of affordable settlements for the most disadvantaged. Although
urban villages are not designed to provide affordable housing for migrant workers, they
have, in practice, evaded government responsibilities and legitimated class differentiation
and polarisation, including the production of a rentier class — the native villagers. Although
the land system does not reform — some might even argue that it reinforces — the unequal
status of rural migrants, it offers them temporary residence in the city and a permanent
home in the countryside. The resulting trade-off — between collective land and citizenship
or between eligibility and entitlement — reveals the influences of socialist institutions
within the market economy. These influences underpin the argument that China’s

development trajectory and urban transition are best explained by path dependence.*'?

On the other hand, the ambiguity regarding the use and transfer of land has ensured that the
local state or, more precisely, the rural collectives and municipal governments play a
prominent role in the process of land expropriation and urban development. Since the first
mega-development projects began in 2005, the interests of the municipal government, rural
collectives, native villagers and rural migrants have largely been aligned, enabling a
satisfactory outcome for many participants. This outcome has consolidated a patronage
throughout the urban villages in which the gaps between the income-earning majority and
the dividend-earning minority and between preserving urban villages and building high-
rises are bargained over and articulated. In this regard, the collective agencies collaborate

under entrenched inequality while preventing open conflict.

This chapter draws implications beyond the dynamics of land development to address the
types of institutional arrangements that protect and regulate the interests of rural migrants.
First, this chapter reveals the effects of institutional constraints and explains the conditions
under which affordable migrant enclaves along with exit points for rural migrants have
been preserved in China’s unprecedented migration and urbanisation. Second, it examines
the formation of patronage between different stakeholders to illustrate the dynamics of land
appropriation and the robustness of grassroots negotiation after the shareholding reform.

The chapter challenges the neoliberal prescription that the privatisation of land and full-

212 See Nee and Cao, 1999: 810-815; Walker and Buck, 2007: 39-40.
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speed urbanisation would respectively protect the interests of the peasantry and minimise

contestation over land.

THE STATE AND DUAL LAND TENURE SYSTEM

Land and the Socialist Political Economy

As a property asset and a means of production, land has been central to the socialist
regime’s ideological commitment and political economy. The 1954 Constitution stated that
the new regime was committed to gradually eliminating private ownership of property and
means of production.””” Between 1950 and 1956, a series of land reforms confiscated or
expropriated all rural and urban lands owned by landlords and private enterprises and
redistributed them to state or collective agencies. This nationalisation process established a
unique socialist land ownership system that destroyed the exploitative landlord-tenant

structure along with its patron-client relations in the countryside.?'

While the process
fulfilled the regime’s promise of social transformation for the peasantry, it also collected

and aggregated resources for the planned economy in cities.?"

This diverse state agenda required a dual land tenure system. In rural areas, the ownership
of land and land use rights was designated to rural collectives. While the communes
remained in place, daily operation was devolved to the production team (shengchan dui)
from 1961 to the mid-1980s in most villages. During that period, the production team
reserved land for the provision of public goods and the construction of village enterprises.
Each peasant household was then given an inalienable parcel of land for a housing site and
for farming, and they shared collective benefits from its agricultural output. This
arrangement indicated that social stability and food security were the state’s primary
agenda items in the countryside.”'® In urban areas, the state agenda shifted to promoting
industrialisation and advancing the danwei system. As a means of production, urban land
was owned and managed by municipal authorities. To meet the changes in production
quotas, the means of production were allocated to and circulated between urban collectives

and SOEs. The conversion or transfer of land was always free of charge, as these units

213 China Constitution (1954), art. 4 and 10.
214 Meisner, 1999: 90-102.

215 Lin and Ho, 2005: 417-420.

21 Wang, 2011: 135-136.
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were integral parts of the command economy.*!’

In Mao’s China, land was respectively owned by the state and the collectives and
simultaneously allocated and redistributed by municipal authorities and rural collectives.
This dual land tenure system combined land ownership with land use rights in both rural
and urban areas while also differentiating among regulating authorities to address the
diverse agenda of food self-sufficiency and a resourceful urban economy. Under a rigid
land system and a command economy, the tension between public ownership and public

interest was resolved or at least remained latent.

Differentiating Land Ownership and Land Use Rights

In the wake of the dramatic socioeconomic changes after the market reforms, the dual land
system has changed. In rural areas, the Household Responsibility System (HRS) was
initiated around 1980 to allow farmers to contract land, machinery and other facilities from
rural collectives and to freely dispose of the surplus after state taxes and collective
retention. Because the HRS was initially able to increase work incentives and agricultural
productivity, this bottom-up initiative was adopted as a national policy. Although land use
rights were contracted to individual households for 15 to 30 years, households did not
possess the rights to transfer collective land or to mortgage the real property built on

collective land.

Subsequent law reforms have been devoted to defining and regulating the procedure for
land conversion. The Land Administration Law (1993, 2004) classifies collective land into
three types: “land for farming”, “land for construction”, and “land for dwelling” (zhaijidi).
The law specifies that priority should be given to using collective land for 1) agricultural
output 2) building TVEs and providing public welfare and 3) constructing houses for
native villagers. However, the law also specifies that 4) collective land can be expropriated
by the state for public interest and converted into other uses if compensation is offered.
Because of the ambiguities concerning the definition of public interest and the

. . . . 21
measurement of land value, land conversion has become an intense subject of disputes.’'®

Similarly, land ownership and land use rights are also separated in urban areas, but city

217 Lin, 2009: 78-80.
218 Chen, 2014:65.
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governments and urbanites possess comprehensive rights to dispose of the land. On 9
September 1987, Shenzhen SEZ pushed the boundaries of the law by auctioning and
selling its land use right to a joint venture.”'” As this policy was considered a necessary
step to boost foreign investment and increase land use efficiency, China’s constitution was
amended in 1988 to legalise the transfer of land use rights.”?’ The Property Law (2007)
further grants urban residents the rights to sell, lease and collateralise their real property
built upon state-owned land. As the interests of the owners of land (city governments) and
the users of land (foreign investors, private developers and urban residents) largely
converged, land development in the city centres or designated development zones became

more effective and less contentious.

The legal reforms also modified the meaning of the “dual land” tenure system in which the
difference involves both locality and the separation between land ownership and land use
rights. The socialist regime’s public ownership of land has been preserved, while the
private sector’s demand for clearly defined land use rights has also been accommodated.
Despite the revision and adaptation, land development has remained severely conditioned

by the socialist legacy rather than primarily driven by demand and supply.

Land Conversion and Its Discontents

This conditional relaxation of the land system reveals the dilemma of China’s post-socialist
transition. While the local governments aim to attain rapid economic growth at any price,
the principle of public land ownership is inalienable. Although the central government and
the public consider industrialisation and urbanisation vital, they are increasingly concerned
about impacts on food security and, to a lesser extent, environmental sustainability. The
dual land tenure system has therefore provided a form of institutional constraint that not
only regulates the process of land conversion but also defines the interests of stakeholders.
The state or the rural collective thus owns all land and monopolises its primary market.
The exclusive role of local governments and the complementary roles of collective

agencies in converting and leasing land have become sources of discontent.

Land expropriation has often resulted in social unrest. Land disputes and associated

2% Similar land use rights transactions had begun as early as 1980 in the SEZ. See Shenzhen Municipal
Chronograph, 2011: vol. 3: 138-142.
220 China Constitution, art. 10.
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grievances among local authorities and private developers are estimated to constitute more
than 60 per cent of the 90,000 and 180,000 “mass incidents” that occurred in 2006 and
2010, respectively.”?' A longitudinal survey by Landreas shows that the number of land-
taking cases increased steadily from 2001 to 2010. The NGO’s nationwide survey in 2011
suggests that farmers received only $17,850 per hectare as compensation on average or 2.5
per cent of the market price obtained by local governments ($740,000 per hectare).***
Other estimates of the value of this compensation vary between 5 and 10 per cent of the
market price.””® This vast divergence arises because peasants’ compensation fees are

settled in accordance with the standard of agricultural output of land rather than the market

price of land.

Peasant impoverishment is a contributing factor to increasing urban-rural inequality, in
addition to polarisations within urban and rural sectors respectively. Data from NBS
confirm that the urban-rural income gap rose from 1.71 in 1984 to 3.33 in 2009. If the
value of urban social welfare is considered, then the rural-urban income disparity is even

greater.”*

One land-related explanation is that compared with urbanites, who can invest
and lease land use rights from the city government (secondary market) and then trade their
property between private individuals (tertiary market), farmers are prohibited from trading
their land or mortgaging their buildings, and their land use rights can be circulated only
within the rural collective. Without a secondary and tertiary market, farmers cannot capture
the market value of their piece of collective land.”* Nevertheless, most farmland in China,
after all, i1s not marketable in the same way as in the costal and developed areas because of

the differentiation in rents.

Explicit in this argument is that the privatisation of collective land will clarify the
ambiguity of ownership rights and reduce the frequency of social disputes.**® Implicit in
this argument is that an increase in land use transactions in rural areas will bring justice to
peasants and resolve the problem of under-urbanisation in China.””” Absent from these

neoliberal doctrines are the socio-political consequences of ideological privatisation and

2! Ran, 2011; China Daily 27 June 2011.

2221 andesa, 2012.

2 (ian, 2004:56.

2241 i and Luo, 2010: 209.

22 China Daily 1 March 2011. See also Urban China, 2009.
226 7Zhou, 2004: 193-194.

27 See Chang and Brada, 2006.
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unrestrained urbanisation. These arguments fail to account for the social protection of the
peasantry and the affordable settlements in migrant enclaves that are inseparable from the
dual land tenure system.”?® Land compensation from the sale of land is a one-off event that
cannot be compared to sustained welfare through land tenure. Furthermore, privatisation
does not truly increase the bargaining power of peasants in the context of local state

corporatism.

Furthermore, the question of whether peasants should be regarded as the owners of
collective land who are entitled to obtain the entirety of its market value is also
debatable.”” Because real estate has brought huge revenue to city governments and private
developers, they do mind to give higher compensation to the native villagers’ variable land
in the city. In the end, the cheap shelter for the migrants is demolished whereas the lavish
high-rise is sold to the urbanites, thereby structuring inequality as the former is deprived of
basic security for lodging while the latter earning compound interest from the property.
Most importantly, the disintegration of the dual land system will drive peasants into the
cities, resulting in food insecurity, depriving farmers of basic security, reproducing a

landed class, and forming slums with their entrenched inequality and social disorder.

In the following, we use the pattern of back-and-forth migration and the emergence of
migrant settlements to illustrate the ways in which the dual land system has respectively
guaranteed structural stability in the course of economic transition and managed urban
contestations brought by rural migrants. Although these socialist legacies have created
other problems, privatisation would obviously compromise the attainment of an alternative

model of modernisation.

EXIT POINTS, SOCIAL PROTECTION AND STRUCTURAL STABILITY

Collective Land, Return Migration and Structural Stability
The global financial crisis of 2008 led to a sharp reduction in export orders from the United
States and Europe. The 20 per cent reduction in exports in 2008 severely affected China’s

labour-intensive and export-oriented economy, leading to a large and abrupt decrease in

228 Wen, 2006:20.
229 He, 2012: 25-28.
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demand for migrant workers in the manufacturing sector in coastal cities. By early 2009,
the number of unemployed migrants who were laid off and became precarious labour in
cities reached 20 million, which constitutes 40 per cent of the world’s total estimated
unemployed population as a result of the global financial crisis. *° Based on a
representative sample of 1,200 household in six provinces in rural China, another estimate
suggested that 45 million rural dwellers either lost their jobs or postponed their entry into

cities between September 2008 and April 2009.7!

Why have the effects of the economic crisis on advanced countries and export-oriented
countries not affected China’s social stability as well? The 4 trillion yuan stimulus package
from China’s central government is largely responsible for the country’s rapid and forceful
rebound. China’s GDP recovered from a growth rate of 6.1 per cent in the first quarter to

reach 10.8 per cent in the fourth quarter of 2009.>

Another commonly mentioned factor is
the improved flexibility of China’s labour market, as rural workers were willing to accept
lower wages or shorter working hours in order to stay in the market during the crisis. The
average monthly salary and hours of work for a migrant worker is said to have decreased

by 2.4 per cent and 1.9 per cent, respectively, between January and April 2009.%**

However, one must recall the gap in time between the adverse effects of the financial crisis
and the recovery from these effective measures. In late 2008, hundreds of thousands of
laid-off rural migrants blocked and protested outside of closed factories and labour
departments. Ultimately, it was not the suppression from the coercive state that dismantled
this angry and impoverished crowd. Instead, these unemployed rural migrants disappeared
as they were pushed out of cities because of a lack of social welfare and pulled towards the
system of land and subsistence in the countryside. Millions of rural migrants embarked on
their spring journeys (chunyun) home several months earlier than usual and thus filled the

. . 234
headlines of news stories.”

This movement indicates that the basic social protection provided in the countryside

offered a trade-off for the adverse effects of the global crisis in cities. The returned

20 Chan, 2010:660.

2! Garnaut et al., 2010:245.

22 Xinhua 21 January 2010.

233 Garnaut et al., 2010: 242, 249.
234 Chan, 2010: 659.
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migrants were immediately surrounded by their families and relatives and absorbed into
their land to contribute their labour. The collective land system provided more than simply
a subsistence remedy, such as housing and food; the system also offered social ties and
personal worth in the midst of economic shock. This system guarantees permanent shelter
and temporary relief for migrants in the process of seeking alternative employment.
Findings from a large-scale nationwide survey indicated that approximately 15 million
rural migrants returned to the villages in 2009, and approximately 80 per cent of these
migrants returned to the agricultural sector and worked for an average of half the year.*
The rural-urban divide embedded in the hukou system and the dual land system was

aligned to generate structural stability.

To be certain, the buffer zone effect in the course of the economic recession is not
unprecedented. Under a dual economic structure, the agricultural sector always serves as
the channel for reshuffling labour from the manufacturing and service sectors. When
wages in the modern sector fall below the reservation wage, workers will seek employment
in the traditional sector provided that the cost of moving is not prohibitively high.**® This
process also occurred during the Asian financial crisis, when millions of Indonesian
workers returned to the countryside, resulting in reduced unemployment in the cities.”’’
Indonesia’s long-developed rural infrastructure and the size of its agricultural economy
were cited as the causes enabling the return flow of labour, leading to a lower
unemployment rate and slower decline in real earnings in the rural areas than in the urban
areas.”® China’s situation was special because its return migration was not simply driven

by economic factors but also structured by the sophisticated hukou and land systems.

Although the interplay between surviving socialist institutions and new market forces has
formed and largely sustained urban villages, what has enabled China to regulate urban
diseases common in developing countries is not a distinctive development model but a
nuanced pace and form of development. First, China has experienced rapid, constant and
unprecedented economic growth for three and a half decades. The pace of development
quickly generated employment opportunities for surplus labourers and continuously

reduced urban poverty. Second, China has adopted an investment-led growth model in

23 Kong et al., 2010:263.
23 Ranis and Fei, 1961.

27 Fallon and Lucas, 2002.
238 Knowles, 1999: 8-9.
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which the construction of real estate, highways and high-speed railways are uninterrupted.
This development pressure generated an urban landscape with an associated modern

aesthetic, which is contrary to the formation of slums and the presence of squatters.

Back-and-Forth Migration and Exit Points for Migrants

China has long experienced a back-and-forth migration pattern even prior to the global
financial crisis. Each year, hundreds of millions of rural migrants have taken the journey
home during the Spring Festival, an event that the World Bank calls “the largest movement
of people in the world” (Figure 4). The World Bank sought to use this phenomenon to
illustrate how factor mobility enabled efficient economic growth in China, whereas others
have emphasised the role of institutional factors.”*’ Another regular trend associated with
migrants in China is high remittances, which are not only an important source of rural
income but also reflect the migrant workers’ intention to return to their native place.**’
Remittances from urban to rural China has increased from 200 billion yuan in 1997 to US$

30 billion or approximately 250 billion yuan in 2005.2*!

The majority of first-generation
migrants whom I surveyed concurred that they send at least 8,000 yuan, between one-
fourth and one-third of their annual income, to their family in their native place.?*
Remittances are primarily used for improving rural residents’ living standards, such as
purchasing food, clothing and medicine; settling debts and fees; and building a house.
However, better-off households use the remaining sum for investment and capacity
building. The major means include recruiting labour to assist in crop cultivation, buying

better fertilisers or farm equipment, and paying children’s tuition fees.

From time to time, rural migrants return to their permanent residence in the countryside as
a way to adapt to fluctuations in the urban job market, participate in personal and social
rituals, or invest and start businesses. Migrants seldom stay in one city to develop their
careers; rather, most migrants move between cities and between the countryside and cities
to seek better job opportunities and to adapt to the business cycle of manufacturing
factories and construction projects. Although Shenzhen has the fastest economic growth

rate with abundant jobs, three-fifths of its rural migrants have stayed and worked in the city

* Cited from Chan, 2010:660-661.

9 Murphy, 2002:26.

21 Nyberg and Rozelle, 1999:101; Cheng and Zhong, 2005:5.

2 The remittances sent by young migrants are decreasing, a phenomenon that will be discussed in Chapter 7.
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for fewer than 5 years.”*

@

o121 BAHE

Figure 4 Pattern of internal migration during Spring Festival, 27 January 2014

This back-and-forth migration pattern is caused by two sets of institutional constraints.
First, rural migrants and their families are not entitled to much social security in cities
under the hukou system. Second, the collective land system provides a subsistence level of
social protection that includes shelter and food in the countryside. Consequently, rural
migrants tend to move into cities alone and leave behind the elderly and children, whose
productivity is sufficient to make a living through farming and, to a lesser extent, the
renting business. Because of the strain in human resources, each rural household has only 6
to 12 mu of land to cultivate; this amount produced an average land-related income of
6,000 to 8,000 yuan annually in 2010 and 2012 according to a survey of more than 50
counties. Migrant workers’ remittances provided an additional 3,000 to 5,000 yuan of

. 244
mcome.

Of course, the actual amount varies between inland and coastal regions and is also
conditioned by the change in credit interest. However, the collective land system
constitutes a “generational division of labour” by enabling the less productive elderly to

earn a living from farming and allowing the more productive youth to seek employment in

243 Shenzhen Statistics Bureau, 2012a.
* He, 2014: 114,
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cities.**® The abolition of the century-old agricultural tax in 2006 reduced the autonomy of
township governments and their ability to provide public goods, but it also lightened the

burden of those staying on the farm.**®

Thus, an official survey conducted across three provinces and twelve villages in 2012
indicated that as many as 95.4 per cent of elders were satisfied with their current living
standard.”*’” The way that the question was posed indicates that only poverty reduction was
assessed, whereas other social costs such as broken families, elderly and children left
behind, and the destruction of the rural fabric of life were untouched.”*® However, my in-
depth interviews (n=60) in the four urban villages show that more than three-fourths of
migrants were concerned about the value dimension attached to rural land, as this
dimension has secured the ties between migrants and those left behind. While migration
has been endorsed as a means of bringing fortune to one’s families and a challenge to be
overcome by talented and adventurous young peasants, those who have partaken in that
ritual are expected to eventually settle in their native place.”* Although many of my
interviewees expressed the desire to privatise their land, emphasising the sense of security
behind property ownership, they almost unanimously agreed that if privatisation meant
abandoning their collective land rights, they would refuse to sell their means of production

and to sever their social ties in exchange for a one-off payment.**’

In addition, because rural migrants lack resident status, the cost of leaving urban areas and
returning to rural areas once the employment situation becomes unfavourable is relatively
low. Their skills and age are additional factors urging migrants to return to the countryside.
Labour-intensive industry and its division of labour cause most rural migrants to remain
semi-skilled workers despite years of work and training. To increase efficiency, younger
workers always replace older workers. In 2008, 70 per cent of all migrant workers were
below 40 years of age, but this figure decreased to 59.3 per cent in 2012.°" Although this

change reflects the beginning of the end of China’s demographic dividend, it remains

5 He, 2014: 108-109; National Population and Family Planning Commission, 2012:47.

4 Kennedy, 2007.

47 National Population and Family Planning Commission, 2012:49.

¥ See State Council Migrant Worker Office Research Team, 2010: 241-345 for a survey of left behind
elderly and children.

9 Murphy, 2002:21.

>0 Fieldwork, Shenzhen, 2012-2014.

2! National Bureau of Statistics, 2009a, 2013a.
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difficult for rural migrants to find blue-collar work in large factories and in coastal cities

252

after the age of 40.”°” Hence, the longer the rural migrants work in the city, the less

competitive they are.

Finally, the average job tenure for China’s rural migrants is extremely short. According to
two national surveys, migrant workers who resided in cities less than 2 years increased
from 35.43 to 39.76 per cent from 1987 to 2005.%>® Similar pattern was also presented in
Shenzhen, in which only 29.2 and 3.3 per cent of its migrant workers respectively worked

for more than 5 and 20 years in 2013.%*

These data infer two recurring patterns. One is
that rural land and urban jobs have continued to push new migrants out and pull old
migrants back to balance and steadily decrease the average job tenure. Another is that
despite of their long residence in the city, rural migrants find difficulty to assimilate into it,
nor consider it the permanent residence. Although the abolishment of the Aukou system
could be a long-term solution, collective land has somehow managed to address the
comparative disadvantage of rural migrants, who are provided with not only a second form
of employment but also alternative business and social roles in the countryside. The
combined effect is that rural migrants prefer to rent a cheap apartment to minimise their
costs in the city rather than building a house from scratch as their third world counterparts
in the need of occupying a free space and in the hope of signifying their hard life. These

institutional constraints retard the formation of slums, although the floating population has

become as high as 274 million.

However, back-and-forth migration is not unique to China. In Latin America, Southeast
Asia and West Africa, circular migration has occurred in response to changes in production
cycles and the onset of economic crisis.”>> China’s situation was nuanced, as its circular
migration was not simply driven by economic factors but also structured by its
sophisticated hukou, the land systems and associated tenure of urban residence, and the
threat of inability to obtain future permits for travel to cities. In short, circular migration
alone cannot prevent the formation of slums, but China’s institutional constraints have
collectively increased the costs and changed migrant workers’ prospects of permanent

residence in cities. Erecting urban slums, albeit illegally, in an attempt to occupy a space

232 Interviews, trade union activists, Shenzhen, 30-31 March 2013.

233 National Health and Family Planning Commission, 2010:127-128.
% Cf. National Health and Family Planning Comission, 2010:20; Shenzhen Bureau of Statistics, 2014b.
33 De Hass, 2005; Skeldon, 2012.
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and to signify their citizenship, has not been the intention of China’s rural migrants.

Instead they are semi-proletarianised and become long-term sojourners.

THE TRAJECTORIES OF GRASSROOTS NEGOTIATIONS

Migrant Enclaves on Collective Land

In the context of rapidly developing urban sprawl, collective land in rural areas was
absorbed into the jurisdiction of urban areas. Until 2010, Shenzhen maintained a dual
administrative structure that divided the municipality into two parts. One administration
governed the districts of Luohu, Futian and Nanshan and several early industrial zones
designated as the city proper. The territorial jurisdiction of the SEZ was restricted to this
395 km® of land and included 91 administrative villages. The other administration
governed the districts of Bao’an and Longgang and the new high-tech zones in the suburbs.
This area, which included 239 administrative villages spread across 1,553 km?” of land, was
known as the secondary barrier (er xianguan).>® This administrative division has not only
determined the quality of migrant settlements but also shaped the dynamics of negotiations

between the municipal government and other grassroots actors.

Although it was not uncommon for local governments throughout the world to utilise land
development as an urban growth machine, some observers argue that China was distinctive
because of the local state’s monopolistic power in the land system. Not only did this power
leave land conversion relatively unregulated, but land revenue also contributed to the
formation of local state corporatism.””’ According to Ping’s calculations in 2006, land
revenue has generated 615 billion yuan in fiscal income for local governments and
accounted for 30 to 60 per cent of their expenditure. Furthermore, Wu estimated in 2013
that 30 trillion yuan of land value has been transferred to the local state through land
requisition and development in the reform era.”>® This figure contributed to the synthesis of
the enormous, predatory and almost exclusive gains that local governments have secured

from land development.

However, the very existence of scattered yet widespread urban villages — many of which

236 Shenzhen Statistics Bureau, 2013: table 1-3; Shenzhen Urban Village Reconstruction Office, 2005: 2.
37 Po, 2008; Chung, 2010.
8 Cited in Wu Jinglian, 2013.
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intersect with high-rise buildings and grand shopping malls — in the sunbelt city’s urban
centre challenge the validity of this state-centred thesis. If the local state had enjoyed
hegemonic power, these rural institutions would not have been integrated into the cities
after 35 years of reform. If the local state treated economic returns as an overriding factor,
these low-density tenements would have been demolished long ago to increase land use
efficiency and value. On the contrary, the dual land system has continued to restrain
municipal governments from infringing on the boundaries of urban villages. The fact that
urban villages have never effectively become urban “communities” (shequ) is a good
indicator of the power sharing between city governments and rural collectives, which will

be discussed further in Chapter 5.

Nevertheless, a carrot and stick approach has been adopted to maximise disposable land in
the sunbelt city. On the one hand, the municipal government has allocated incentives to
transform villagers into urbanites. The transfer of rural Aukou to non-rural hukou
(nongzhuanfei) was granted to all native villagers whose villages fell within the city’s
administrative jurisdiction. As shown in Chapter 3, this type of transfer is difficult to
procure under the hukou system, as it grants migrants both citizenship and the associated
social welfare. However, when the Shenzhen government enacted this policy in 1992, it
encountered bitter resistance. More than 95 per cent of native villagers refused to accept
the offer. > They voiced concerns regarding the loss of social ties and the strict
enforcement of the one-child policy, but the primary reason for their discontent was that
the welfare entitlements of the urban Aukou could no longer be compared to the rental
value of urban village housing for this group of “landed peasantry”. Benefitting from small
groups and shared interests, they overcame the problems of collective action and
succeeded in forcing the government to put the hukou transfer policy on hold.”®® Contrary
to popular perception, China’s coercive state retreated, and this action resulted not in the

protection of a dissenting public sphere but in the production of a rentier class.

On the other hand, the municipal government has applied its despotic power to nationalise
collective land into state-owned land because the law allows the local government to
convert and develop agricultural land in the “public interest”. Although industrial upgrades

and transportation networks are frequently used as the pretext for expropriating collective

%% Zhong and Huang, 2012: 46.
260 See Olson, 1971:53-65.
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land, most of these projects have resulted in factory buildings or real estate developments.
The merging of administrative divisions in 2010 was the latest overarching attempt by the
local state to discard the dual land system. Although this policy technically made every
piece of land state owned, disputes and litigations over land have continued to increase,

and the nationalisation process has not been effectively implemented as of 2015.

Central to such disputes is that although the land has been nationalised, the property built
upon it remains private or collective. Essentially, nearly all of the available and accessible
farmland in Shenzhen had been requisitioned and developed. According to a report of the
National School of Development of Peking University, the built areas of Shenzhen
increased from 3 m” to 934 m” between 1979 and 2003, constituting 47 per cent of the
city’s total area. This figure is three times higher than those for Beijing, Shanghai or

261
Guangzhou. *°

What had been left untouched since 2005 until the large-scale urban
renewal was the zhaijidi in the villages, which was saved through complicated negotiations
with the grassroots regime and protected by a reluctance to openly violate fundamental

socialist rights.?

In Shenzhen, each native household is entitled to a piece of zhaijidi on
which to build an apartment of 480 m®. The term “native” refers to those possessing a local
rural hukou registered before 1 January 1991 in the inner city (guannei) and before 29
October 2004 in the outskirts districts (guanwai). These are the dates on which the land in
the respective areas was nationalised by the municipal government. A household includes
an unmarried native villager under the age of 30 regardless of sex. In practice, however,
women in Shenzhen have rarely inherited the household quota based on lineage and family

. 2
traditions.?®®

When the city expanded and absorbed the rural villages of peri-urban areas into its
jurisdiction, the dual land system intervened. Because the “land for agriculture” and “land
for construction” were requisitioned and redeveloped but not the “land for dwelling”,
urban village housing still stands in the city centre. In 2000, Shenzhen had 241 urban
villages occupying 43.9 km” and housing 2.15 million inhabitants. By 2005, the figure had

risen to 320 urban villages occupying 93.5 km? and housing 5.02 million inhabitants, of

21 Southern Weekly, 1 August 2014.
262 7hang et al., 2003, 918-920; Tian, 2008, 290-292.
263 Shenzhen Government, 2006.
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whom 4.69 million were rural migrants.*** According to an annual report from Shenzhen’s
Urban Villages Redevelopment Office, urban village housing accounted for approximately

92 per cent of the rental housing for rural migrants.*®’

China’s urban contestation is thus overshadowed by a series of exchanges and negotiations
between the city governments and rural collectives entitled to different land use rights and
subject to similar institutional constraints. Hsing depicted these actors and their
subsidiaries as “socialist land masters”, as their authority and rights are not only inherited
from the socialist era but also justified by the principle of collective ownership of property
and means of production.”®® In 2014, Shenzhen conducted a new round of land reform
aimed at accelerating land transition and urban renewal, and during this period, the
socialist land masters both competed and aligned with one another. In the following
section, we examine how and under which conditions the stakeholders of collective land
have seized their interests while unintentionally protecting the living space of rural
migrants. The policy effects with regard to property rights, the distribution of land value

and migrants’ living space will be discussed further in Chapter 7.

Shareholding Reforms and Intermediaries

Joint-stock companies are vital to the process of land development and grassroots
negotiation. Although the shareholding reform of JCs is traditionally regarded as exclusive
to the Pearl River Delta, recent studies show that it has also been transferred to or initiated
in the Bohai Bay Rim and the Yangtze River Delta. Not surprisingly, all of these areas are
sunbelt economies that have experienced more severe urban contestation and have enjoyed
better access to this new model. Shenzhen, among Guangzhou, Foshan and Dongguan, was
one of the pioneers of this initiative. The first wave of shareholding reform arose in 1992
as a bottom-up initiative to address the ambiguity of land use rights and to capture the
enormous land revenue from industrialisation. The second wave emerged in 2004 in the
form of a state-led policy that aimed to transform all native villagers into urbanites and to

. . . . . 2
nationalise collective land for urbanisation. 2%’

The years of the reform are significant. The year 1992 marked Deng Xiaoping’s Southern

6% Song et al., 2008:314; Shenzhen Urban Village Reconstruction Office, 2005: 3-4.
265 Shenzhen Urban Village Reconstruction Office, 2006: 12.

2% Hsing, 2008: 58.

7 Ma, 1998; Po, 2008:1609-1610.
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Tour, which accelerated the pace and scope of market reforms. The shareholding reform
was justified because “other forms of ownership should supplement the dominant state
sector in the initial stage of socialism”. The JC was hence classified as an “organised
socialist enterprise” that contained a balanced share of collective and individual shares.*®
Similarly, the year 2004 marked the beginning of a massive modernisation plan in
Guangdong. After years of industrialisation without urbanisation, the Guangdong
provincial government and the Shenzhen municipal government were eager to use land
development as a new engine of growth. Consequently, all rural collectives within
Shenzhen’s administrative boundary were given a three-year transition period to convert

into JCs.2®

Table 6: Features of Three Joint-Stock Companies in Shenzhen

Village/Feature

Eligibility of

Percentage of

Sources of

Criteria for share

shareholders collective shares collective assets circulation

Nong Native villagers 40 690 mu of zhaijidi  Pass on to family
(lineage) and TVE buildings  members

Shi Native villagers 35 380 mu of zhaijidi  Sell to the
(lineage) and TVE buildings  collective

Shang Native villagers 25 340 mu of zhaijidi Sell to other

(household)

and TVE buildings

shareholders

Source: Annual Reports of the Joint-Stock Companies in Shi, Shang and Nong villages in 2011-2012,
supplemented by interview data.

As a privatised village committee, a JC is essentially a hybrid institution. Such a company
concurrently represents the collective ownership of land and the interests of individual
shareholders. Table 6 shows the unique and exclusive features of JCs. 1) The nature of the
shareholding is mixed, containing both collective and individual shares; this design embeds
the statist element into the privatised entity. 2) Eligibility for being a shareholder is rigid; it
includes only native villagers with the additional conditions of lineage and household,
which are meant to prohibit the transfer of shares by marriage and to regulate the
expansion of shareholders among the youth. 3) The transfer of shares is discouraged, with
circulation allowed only within the collective and among shareholders; this approach
ensures cohesion among the villagers but also assures the authority of management. 4) The

sources of collective assets are nearly identical, consisting of land assets and real property

288 Interview, retired deputy mayor, Shenzhen, 18 December 2012.
29 Shenzhen Urban Village Reconstruction Office, 2006:8.
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in collective land, which entails spatial constraints for the company.*”’

These features indicate that the JC has functioned as a hybrid entity combining and
exercising the roles of state, firm and communal organisation in urban villages. This
structure reinforces a closed system that entitles insiders to collective assets and associated
dividends and that also grants the JC the authority to make deals with outsiders. This
institutional arrangement ensures that every JC, regardless of its wealth and authority, has

been designated the objective of making a profit and managing an enclave.

During the shareholding reform, JCs converted all collective land and assets into shares to
form land-based joint stock co-operatives. Because most of the collective land in China
had been contracted or leased to individual households under the HRS in the early 1980s,
the shareholding reform — although containing elements of privatisation — in practice led to
a process of re-collectivisation.?’' Consequently, the JCs adopted a proactive role in
assuming collective land use rights. In contrast, villagers became a passive dividend-
earning class who did not need to farm or conduct business. This process has transformed
the role of the JC from an impartial contractor to a committed player that oversees daily

operations and is entitled to profits from land conversion and transactions.

Land Development and Grassroots Exchanges

The primary role of the JC is that of a manager and a broker. Nearly every JC in the sunbelt
cities has brokered the nationalisation of collective land and participated in the illegal
transition of such land in the informal market. Although the Land Administrative Law
prohibits the transition of collective land beyond native households, the law makes an
exception for TVEs to boost local employment and industrialisation. When Shenzhen’s
TVEs lost their comparative advantages, such as cheap labour and abundant land, to their
counterparts in adjacent cities, the sale of TVEs actually provided a new source of income
for urban villages. The JC took advantage of this loophole by selling the shares of TVEs or
by establishing joint ventures with investors.>’> In these tailor-made joint venture
agreements, the JC always used land to pay for its investment, which effectively

transferred the land assets from the collective to outsiders, primarily foreign investors, real

210 Interviews, village bosses, Shenzhen, 23 March 2012, 29 and 30 September 2013.
"' Ma, 1998; Ho and Lin, 2005.
272 Interviews, Shenzhen, 29 and 30 March 2013.
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estate developers or the subsidiaries of government xitong.*”

For instance, in Gong village, which is adjacent to the high-tech development zones, more
than 60 per cent of its collective land has been transferred into nearby manufacturing
companies to build factories and dormitories. This series of informal land transactions
explains why more than half of the factories in the Pearl River Delta were actually built on

rural collective land.?’™

In Shang village, which is within the commercial centre, a total of
400 mu of agricultural land have been reallocated to the TVEs and then sold to real estate
developers. However, despite the enormous transition of land, the majority of the 239
administrative villages in the city expanded and maintained a physical boundary in the city

until the late 2000s.2”

The territory of the JC has been preserved because it is also a ruler of the community. This
unique role ensures that land exchange is not purely monetary and that physical requisition
does not necessarily compromise the JC’s political function. For instance, in Shi village,
collective land has regularly been sold for public projects, thereby enhancing the
development of external and political linkages. The construction of the Shenzhen Central
Plaza is one of the most representative projects demonstrating this process that could not
have materialised without assistance from the JC in Shi village. The project covered a total
area of 45.6 hm” constituting the South Axis of Shenzhen, in which more than 75 per cent
of the land was allocated to commercial buildings and shopping malls, with the remaining

part reserved for green belts, performing sites and government land use.*”®

In exchange, the municipal government distributed 60 million yuan of funding to construct
a cultural centre in the urban village and to build other public amenities, such as roads,
parks and sanitary facilities. Furthermore, the village boss of Shi took the opportunity to
establish patronage up to the level of the major’s office. Since then, the JC has devoted
more resources to governing the urban village to secure its collective assets and to request
additional state funding. In return, the Shenzhen government has used the village as an
illustrative case for the central government and other cities. Ranking officials as high as

Politburo members were brought to the village to see what were considered achievements

3 Hsing, 2010:57.

27 Chung, 2010.

"3 Interviews, city planning officials, Shenzhen, 18 and 23 August 2013.
2% Shenzhen Urban Planning, Land and Resources Commission, 2007.
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of self-sufficient economies, socialist new villages, or governed communities. The
parameters of urban villages are in this regard secured through the construction of political

2
patronage.””’

PRIVATISATION AND THE RESOURCEFUL COLLECTIVES

Emergence of a Rentier Class

Although a typical urban village in Shenzhen contains an average of 70,000 people, its
collective land rights are confined to approximately 1,200 shareholders who are native
villagers. In legal terms, JCs, similar to VCs, are required to hold regular grassroots
elections to choose their leaders and management team. However, the shareholding reform
has essentially legitimised a form of money-for-seats patron-client relationship. This
situation involves a highly autonomous grassroots realm along with enduring leadership of
local bosses in urban villages. Four of the five chairmen and deputies of JCs whom we
interviewed have held their positions since 1992, and two of them were the secretaries of

VCs.

After the shareholding reform, a new type of “landed peasantry” emerged in the urban
villages. Compared with rural peasants, urban villagers enjoy a variety of income sources,
but most do not need to work. Each urban villager normally has four sources of income: 1)
income from labour, 2) rental income from urban village housing, 3) annual dividends
from the JC, and 4) compensation from land or property requisition. Among the 25 native
villagers interviewed, none are currently work on a farm. Several villagers have started
businesses that are largely related to real estate or managed by professionals; hence, the
income generated should be classified as investment income rather than income from
labour. Compensation can turn urban villagers into millionaires overnight, but such
opportunities most often provide a one-off payment; we shall return to this topic in the
discussion of urban renewal. Most of the time, however, rental income and annual
dividends constitute a reliable source of income for urban villagers, transforming them into
a landed, dividend-earning class.

Under this political economic structure, the interests of native villages are linked with

217 Fieldwork, Shenzhen, 10-21 June, 2013; Shenzhen Civil Affairs Bureau, 2007.
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those of JCs. Table 7 describes the sources of income for the three JCs in our field sites.
Despite minor categorical variations, the JCs undoubtedly rely on private business rather
than government redistribution to function. Although district appropriation accounts for
10.1 per cent of their income, their collective assets produce the remaining 89.9 per cent.
The primary difference between the three urban villages is in the types of property that are
rented. Gong village, which formerly housed several SOEs and TVEs, has continued to
benefit from renting out old factory sites. Similar infrastructures in Shi and Shang villages
were redeveloped into apartments whose central locations ensure a high and suitable level
of rental demand. Common to all three urban villages is their direct and indirect rental
income, with approximately 76.1 per cent from rental charges and 13.8 per cent from
investment returns and management fees. These business models and sources of income
reveal the sphere of collective agencies and the market economy. The question of whether
the hybrid system can enhance the primitive accumulation of labour and capital is as

important as the question of whether it will cause corruption, inequality and inefficiency.”’®

Table 7 Sources of Income of Joint-Stock Companies in Shenzhen

Village/Source  Apartment Factory Management  Investment District Gross
rental rental fee dividend appropriation income

(%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (000)

Shi 71.8 2.8 8.3 5.3 11.9 7,624
Shang 68.9 4.9 7.7 8.7 9.8 6,278
Nong 56.7 23.1 6.2 5.4 8.6 4,120

Source: Annual Reports of the Joint-Stock Companies in Shi, Shang and Nong villages in 2011-2012.

Provision of Affordable Shelter

Undoubtedly, the most important role of urban village housing is to offer inexpensive,
affordable and accessible shelter to rural migrants. Because zhaijidi is free, the cost of a
house in an urban village is nearly identical to the cost of construction. The capital
investment for such self-built housing is relatively small and can easily be financed
through the personal savings of native villagers or borrowed from relatives, friends and
rural credit unions. Collective land use rights ensure that these conveniently located
accommodations are offered at relatively low prices, making them extremely competitive

in a dynamic city’s low-end rental market. In 2010, the average rent in Shenzhen’s urban

278 Wang et al., 2015. Chapters 5 and 6 will discuss and assess the collective roles of the JCs in detail.
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villages was only two-fifths that of formal settlements. According to real estate agents and
landlords, the rent for urban village housing accounted for approximately one-fifth to one-
sixth of the monthly income of rural migrants. As of 2014, the cost of a two-bedroom flat
in the guanwai pair rented by migrant workers who either refused to live or were not
allocated with factory dormitory was between 500 and 1200 yuan per month. Apartments
of similar size in urban villages in the city proper, which are primarily reserved for migrant
entrepreneurs or white-collar migrants, cost between 800 and 2, 200 yuan.*” Basically, the
rent for a bed space in the city centre is roughly equal to rent for a two-bedroom flat in the

outskirts.

The legal status of urban village housing further contributes to its domination in the rental
market. Commonly referred to as “small property rights houses” (xiao chanquan fang), this
housing is built on collective land with limited property rights. Most of the apartments hold
only a stamped certificate from the rural collectives to trace their ownership, but they are
banned from obtaining an official property rights certificate issued by the Housing
Authority. Because a “small property rights house” cannot be transacted in the market, it
can be used only for rental purposes. Motivated by high demand and lucrative gains,
villagers commonly build high-density housing in a way that maximises floor area. Houses
in the city centre are approximately 5 to 6 storeys high, whereas houses in the outskirts
reached 12 storeys after the 2000s. These houses exceed the limits of municipal building
regulations that cap the height of village houses at three storeys and the size at 480 m?’.
Subordinated to a rural land system and primarily regulated by the JC, urban villagers
enjoy more flexibility in the adoption of city planning and safety regulations. An estimated
56 per cent of the buildings in Shenzhen contain illegal structures, the majority of which

. . 2
are concentrated in urban villages.**’

Institutional Sources of Informality

Multiple reasons have enabled the urban villages to evade regulations and expand rapidly.
The structural reason is the local state’s tacit encouragement. On the administrative level,
although the state no longer provides this form of public goods in the era of privatisation,
the responsible bureaus and officials would be held responsible if the crime rate or social

unrest increased. Furthermore, more living space and rental transactions mean more value-

2% Zhong and Huang, 2013: 86-89; Interviews, Shenzhen, 17 and 18 August 2012.
280 :
Ibid.
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added, business and land use taxes, which are important sources of local revenue. Many
local officials have thus fully recognised the contribution of urban villages in providing
affordable shelter for migrants and relieving their burden. On the personal level, the cadres
and officials in local police stations and fire departments as well as industry and commerce,
and environmental bureaus all live across the bribes and fees from these native villagers
and rural migrants. The larger the irregular and informal economy is, the higher the black
and grey income is; and local officials thus have incentives to preserve these illegal

structures.

Although the structure in urban villages may be illegal, the building materials are not
necessarily primitive and unsafe. On the contrary, most apartments in our field sites were
built with durable materials by professional construction teams. Each house normally had a
foundation, windows, and glazed tiles and roofing, along with shared kitchens and
bathrooms. The apartments were often rented to several related migrants or subleased by
an agency working on behalf of landlords. Durable materials were used because the
housing was not a one-off purchase commodity but rather a financial asset that could
generate regular dividends. Precedent suggested that although unsafe and hazardous
buildings had been torn down, illegal or unauthorised structures qualified for compensation,
albeit at a discounted rate. Relatively durable buildings would hence maximise villagers’
claims for appropriate compensation during urban renewal. Because affluent native
villagers had originally been legally restricted and communally bound to stay in their

apartments, they had an incentive to maintain higher building standards.*®’

Apart from the monetary benefits, living in migrant enclaves also has other distinctive
attributes. Common to the majority of rural migrants is a period of residence in highly
controlled factory dormitories in the city outskirts, followed by tenancy in the relatively
autonomous urban village housing in the city centre. A sense of improvement is thus
widely held among rural migrants, and this perception partly explains why they have
chosen to accept the status quo. During the interviews, many migrants suggested that
having the freedom to choose when to switch off the lights, having the space to bring
guests into their homes and, ultimately, not being watched and regulated by others signify

that they are in control of their daily lives.

81 Chapter 7 will assess the migrants’ subjective and inter-subjective experiences of the trades and order in

migrant enclaves.
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In sum, the JCs, native villagers and city authorities have formed a patronage that requires
each group’s mutual benefits and cooperation to function. Initially, native villagers inject
their collective assets into the JC and cast their votes to support its leadership. To maintain
the system, the JC must deliver annual dividends from collective investments and ensure
an orderly enclave to facilitate the development of a competitive rental market. In a quid
pro quo arrangement, local governments and grassroots regimes have an incentive to
tolerate illegal structures in the urban villages and to endorse the relative autonomy of the
JCs. For an urban village, housing has not only provided shelter for rural migrants, who are
essential for industrial growth and urban development, but also regulated the migrant
enclaves, which can be extremely costly for official units and protocols to manage. As long
as the economic and political return is superior to other development alternatives, this
patronage will continue to enjoy mutual assurance and guarantee structural stability in
China’s sunbelt. Chapter 6 will explain how and why the launch of a new wave of urban
renewal projects targeting at the urban villages in the city centre indicates the changes in

the functions of the above equation.
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5 Commercialised Grassroots Agencies and Regulated Urban Space

INTRODUCTION

This chapter examines the mechanisms of grassroots governance in the migrant enclaves in
the course of decentralisation and privatisation. This exploration focuses on an
intermediate realm and examines the roles of a group of non-state agencies. Known as
joint-stock companies, they are privatised village collectives that have nonetheless
inherited the dual roles of governance and production in the urban villages. These
collectives primarily serve as grassroots regimes that regulate communal order, align social
organisations and deliver the core and residual tasks of urban authorities. Through the
interplay of coercion and exchange, JCs have preserved a coercive force to enable the
sensitive handling of daily disputes and to provide an orderly environment for their rental
businesses. Additionally, they function as shareholding companies to differentiate the
provision of public goods and welfare services among different social groups. These
activities consolidate a web of social networks that connect the rural migrants, who are
tenants, workers or consumers, with the native villagers, who are landlords, owners or

service providers.

Although the JCs have established cohesive networks in the migrant enclaves, they have
also reinforced socio-political inequality between the income-earning tenants and the
dividend-earning landlords. This scenario inevitably leads one to ponder whether the JCs
are practising a form of clientelism or whether these collaborative mechanisms are
reinforcing the authoritarian state rather than empowering the grassroots society.”** I argue
that these non-state agencies are indeed an intermediary between the party-state and
grassroots society that contemplates urban contestation and public goods provision but
restrains the emergence of civil society. In this regard, China’s migrant enclaves are
integrated into the formal cities and prevented from collapsing into social decay and
political anarchy as their third-world counterparts often do. Yet the boundary of
contestation is ambiguous, and the availability of goods is varied; moreover, the eligibility

to negotiate and to be discharged from coercion overrides concerns regarding due process

2 Cf. Ho and Edmonds, 2007; Heberer and Gel, 2011; Lee and Zhang, 2013.
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and rightful entitlements.

In the following, I will first identify an intermediate political realm at the grassroots level
that thrives under authoritarianism and marketisation. The institutional foundation for its
existence is discussed alongside the political economy with respect to its resilience. Second,
I will examine the mechanisms for providing public goods in urban villages and emphasise
why these goods and services are available, which agencies account for their production
and delivery, and how they reinforce the embedded power relationships at the grassroots
level. Throughout the chapter, I explore how collaborative mechanisms are a form of
commercialised politics that both govern the migrant enclaves through less coercive or

predatory means and contest the boundaries between the state and civil society.

INTERMEDIARY REALM AND MIGRANT GOVERNANCE

China’s constitution (1982) refers to its lowest level of urban administration as the
“grassroots regime” (jiceng zhengquan). Other pseudo-state or non-state agencies beneath
this administrative division, although receiving government resources or being tied with
the local state, are considered a self-governing “community” (shequ). Figure 5 illustrates
the hierarchical relationships as well as the exclusive realm possessed by institutions and

agencies at the local and grassroots level.

Figure 5 Hierarchy of China’s Local State Apparatuses
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First, city districts are the urban equivalent of county governments, which include a full
range of departments and bureaus in their jurisdictions. Second, street offices (jiedao
banshichu) are the urban equivalent of township governments, which enjoy relative limited
authority and resources but arguably bear diverse expectations and additional
responsibilities. Third, the lowest level of state agencies shares the responsibility of
interacting with self-governing agencies, including resident committee (RC) in cities and
village committees (VC) in the countryside. Subjected to urban sprawl and administrative
reclassification, many villages have been absorbed into the jurisdiction of cities, thereby
producing the third type of hybrid agency, the JCs. Although the literature reveals growing
interest in grassroots politics and community governance, the enclosed realm and the

extensive roles of JCs have not been fully recognised.**?

Devolution of Power and Responsibilities

This intermediate realm has a historical-institutional foundation, and its expanded roles are
reinforced by the market reforms. First, the grassroots regimes have long been more
developed in rural areas. The people’s communes or production teams in Mao’s era were
comprehensive grassroots agencies that made major decisions regarding political
mobilisation, economic production and social activities. With the thrift of TVEs from the
1980s to the mid-1990s, these units recaptured abundant resources and developed equally

sophisticated internal structures.”**

Being resourceful and indispensable allowed them to
possess bargaining power and share common interests with the county and township
governments. By contrast, the street offices in urban areas are detached agencies of the
district and prefecture governments whose manpower and networks have long been
restrained. Although each street office is entitled to only 3 to 9 cadres and 20 to 25 office
workers, its responsibilities are actually more complex than those of rural county offices.”™
The street offices must therefore rely on the JCs, RCs and social organisations to complete

their tasks.

Why has this intermediate realm not been fully recognised? One main reason is that the
literature tends to focus on the economic roles of TVEs in rural areas or the political-

economic impetuses of the shareholding reform in coastal areas. Another reason relates to

8 See Bray, 2006; Heberer and Gel, 2011; Read, 2012; Tang, 2015.
2% Naughton, 2007; 271-294; Huang, 2008:68-85.
285 Shenzhen Civil Affairs Bureau, 2012; Interview, street office cadre, 11 August 2012.
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the cover-up in the administrative structure in the sense that the formal structure does not
reflect the actual distribution of power and responsibilities. In theory, the RCs and JCs are
of equal rank and are demarcated under the jurisdiction of street offices. However, owing
to the differences in land systems, demographics and resources, the JCs have always

possessed greater autonomy and bargaining power than the RCs have.**®

Certainly, the RCs are a dispatched governing unit that combines administrative officials
appointed by the district governments and self-governing staff elected every three years
among qualified residents. JCs, in contrast, are embedded in the private sector and
grassroots society. However, two policy initiatives have generated the illusion that the state
has substituted the enclosed realm of the JCs. In 2004, nearly all municipal governments in
coastal China reclassified their RCs and JCs as “communities”, designating the latter as the
only official grassroots regimes in the urban areas.”®’ In 2010, the Shenzhen government,
as in many coastal cities, incorporated its rural counties into the urban districts, which

effectively nationalised all of the rural land in Shenzhen into urban land.**®

However, although the nationalisation of land transformed land use rights, it did not
transfer property rights concurrently. As discussed in Chapter 4, the JCs and native
villagers have continued to own the buildings above the “land for housing”. Similarly, the
community governance initiative has not assumed the power and roles of JCs. In fact, the
majority of JCs in the Pearl River Delta have either duplicated the territorial jurisdiction of
the RCs or shared personnel with them. Until 2001, the municipal governments allocated
20,000 yuan to each RC annually, which sufficed to employ only approximately 3 to 4
permanent cadres. In contrast, the more developed JCs spent around 15 to 20 million yuan

in public facilities and services between 1992 and 2000.**

Although the RC’s allowance
has increased several times over the years, this level of appropriation and manpower
cannot be compared with the resources of the JCs, which have continued to invest millions

of yuan in the urban villages annually and employed hundreds of staff.*”°

Across the cities in Lingnan areas, including present-day Guangdong, Guangxi, Jiangxi

% Cheng, 2014:28.

7 Ministry of Civil Affairs, 2004.

8 Zhong and Huang, 2013:55.

% Wang and Li, 2001:40.

20 Interviews, chairmen of JC, Shenzhen, 14 and 15 March 2013.
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and Fujian provinces, the JC is the de facto supervisor of the RC if we consider the source
of funding and the fabric of jurisdiction. First, because of limited state appropriation, each
RC must recruit additional contract staff to fulfil its wide range of responsibilities. The JC
must regularly subsidise the RC’s budget for those purposes.”’' By controlling the payroll,
the JC has nurtured the collaborative but asymmetric relationships with the RC. Second,
each urban village typically contains approximately 60,000 people, whereas each RC has a
maximum population of 20,000; hence, each JC actually contains approximately 2 to 3
RCs. To enable coordinated policies and effective resolutions, the JCs often function as the
first points of contact as well as the last resort in the urban villages. Figure 6 shows that the
building of a JC has incorporated the office a RC, a phenomenon that has spread across all
of the urban villages that we studied. This division between the legal institution and the
enforcing agency resembles the classic “two units, same personnel” (yitao banzi, liangkuai

paizi) structure, causing the realm and roles of the JC to be overlooked.

|
-
L

Figure 6 The spatial cum political incorporation of the RC and the JC in Shi Village

Why factors have sustained this intermediary in spite of the authoritarian context? The
explanation lies in the contradictions in the course of administrative and fiscal
decentralisation. First and foremost, the local state must absorb cheap labour to be
competitive in the global market while alleviating migrant contestation for the sake of
political stability. Additionally, the local state must solicit mandates based on urbanites’

increased demands for a wide range of goods and services, although such efforts are

21 Interview, chairmen of RC, Shenzhen, 17 August 2014.

117



restrained by the lack of authority and resources in the course of downscaling. In view of
these contradictions, the urban governance system built upon danwei is considered
obsolete. The devolution of responsibility to other intermediaries in the name of

. 292
community governance has become necessary to fill the vacuum.”

However, the need to standardise spatial forms and population control was compromised
by the lack of financial capacity and communal authority. Local governance reform is thus
dire in sunbelt cities such as Shenzhen, where the danwei system was disbanded while
contestation was ever increasing. In 2005, the Shenzhen government announced that local
governance must shift from vertical command (yitiao weizhu) to horizontal coordination
(vikuai weizhu). While the government established an Office of Population Control under
its Reform and Development Commission to coordinate and oversee population control
policies, it concurrently delegated the associated authority and responsibilities to street
offices and communities.””®> The “government’s purchase of service” (zhengfu goumai
fuwu) from the JCs and other social organisations is widely considered necessary to

. . 294
promote one-stop regulation and end-to-end service.”

Meanwhile, the dynamics faced by gated communities (xiaogu) under RCs differ from
those encountered in the migrant enclaves under JCs. Compared with the middle-class
complex, whose residents are spatially and economically confined to the cities, the rural
migrants in urban villages are always floating as a result of the hukou system and land
system. The divergence in demographics and assimilation levels suggests that although the
rural migrants’ demands for goods and services are relatively low, their contestations on
public goods provision and towards social order may be greater. The JCs and service
providers in urban villages are thus delegated with the responsibilities of governing and
producing, with the former overriding the latter. In other words, the urban village is a semi-
enclosed realm that contains certain features that are distinct from state-dominated

community governance.

Inclusiveness and Contestation in Urban Villages

Figure 7 is a conceptual diagram that illustrates the ways in which an urban village is a

2 Spire, 2011; Pieke, 2012.
293 Shenzhen Government, 2005.
2%4 Shenzhen Civil Affairs Bureau, 2012.
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negotiated but exclusive community. The diagram’s relationships are relative, and the RC
is by no means an ideal type. The horizontal axis refers to the level of inclusiveness in an
urban village. Inclusiveness is measured by 1) the entitlement to elect the JC leadership, 2)
competitiveness during elections and 3) the effectiveness of influencing the JC’s decision
making. Despite the shareholding reform, each JC is required by law to hold regular
elections to choose its leadership every 5 years, but the law neither specifies the criteria for
shareholders nor regulates the procedure for transferring shares, thereby creating ambiguity
in determining the electorates. > In our field sites, only native villagers, including
approximately 800 households, are entitled to become shareholders and hence members of
local electorates. To secure the exclusiveness of the community, spouses and offspring are
not entitled to become shareholders. To ensure internal checks and balances, the JC
management is responsible for daily operations that include maintaining order, collecting
rent, developing service networks and executing activities, whereas the shareholders decide

on collective issues such as land sales, state projects and ritual functions.

Figure 7 Classification of China’s Grassroots Regime
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This exclusive system interlocks communal authority and economic performance as the
determining factors in the leadership contest. Once they are elected as the management of
JC, local bosses use collective resources to satisfy their electorates and safeguard their

loyalty. These service and communal networks eventually consolidate an enduring yet

295 Shenzhen Urban Renewal Bureau, 2005; Shenzhen Urban Village Reconstruction Office, 2006.
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accountable leadership. Three of the four JC chairmen whom we interviewed had held their
positions since 1992, and two of them were former heads of VCs.**® The stability in the
pseudo-state agency then fosters the development of networks and trust with the street-

level cadres, which is a precondition for the de facto political realm.

The vertical axis in Figure 7 refers to the degree of contestation in an urban village.
Contestation 1s measured by 1) the amount of public contestation, 2) the eligibility to
negotiate for public goods, and 3) the resilience of dispute resolutions. Despite largely
being orderly enclaves, public contestations are not uncommon in urban villages. Through
formal and informal channels, stakeholders including cadres, goods and service providers,
landlords and tenants have frequently promoted their agendas and regularised their claims.
Essentially, the state agenda includes a set of benchmarks for crime rates, family planning,
population management and health and safety regulations, whereas social demands vary

among construction advice, demolition compensation, regular patrol and cultural activities.

Contrary to popular expectations, the majority of inhabitants are eligible to express their
discontent. Admittedly, the cadres, local bosses and native villagers, who are patrons and
allies, have enjoyed privileged access to the grassroots regime. In contrast, rural migrants
are not eligible to become the electorates of RC until 2012, and none of the surveyed urban
villages have implemented the new national regulations or reached the interval to hold
such an election. But the grievances of rural migrants who are tenants, workers or
customers are not unattended despite of the absence of electoral machine and competition.
The views of clan chiefs and migrant traders sometimes carry more weight than those of
street offices and native villagers. This situation occurs not only because the relative
mobility and business and service networks of clan chiefs and migrant entrepreneurs
enhance their leverage in bargaining but also because contestation informs appropriate
remedies that are ultimately conductive to local governance. Although the authority of
pseudo- and non-state agencies comes from their state patrons, their utility to the state is

vested in their ability to connect clients at the grassroots level.

This type of self-recognition is vital to explain the uncertainty that arises during public

contestations. To be certain, distance from the state apparatuses and the strengthen of clan

2 Interviews, Shenzhen, 17-18 March 2012 and 28-30 September 2013.
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networks have continued to nurture favouritism, in which the street-level cadres, local
bosses and native villagers represent one end of a spectrum and the clan chiefs and rural
migrants constitute the other end. However, if we consider what types of public goods are
actually delivered as payoff and compensation, concentred demands tend to override
standardised and rigid benchmarks. Hence, although they represent different classes and
identities in the enclaves, native villagers and rural migrants are not always the losers in
the process of negotiating with the state apparatuses or its social extensions. The
citizenship and associated entitlements for rural migrants are perpetually denied, although
their grievances, if vividly raised, will be transmitted to and addressed by the non-state
agencies. These dynamic ruling mechanisms reflect the trade-off between entitlement and
eligibility, which is the embedded nature of grassroots regimes. The trades and power
relations in the enclaves along with the conflict and inter-subjectivity of different social

groupings will be addressed in Chapter 7.

THE COMMERCIALISATION OF GRASSROOTS POLITICS

All of the JCs that we studied, regardless of their location and business model, have been
committed to providing certain public goods that are essential to a community but that
would not be available through the market because of the non-rivalrous and non-
excludable nature of such goods. Although district governments and street offices have
been expected to address typical market failures, they have lacked the will and resources to
intervene. Even when such authorities have taken action, priority has been designated to
public infrastructure in industrial zones and the laid-off urbanites left behind by SOEs. The
JCs have thus recaptured the responsibility of public goods provision along with their

production chains in the context of market failure and government retreat.

Certainly, the quality and quantity of public goods and the threshold to obtain them vary
between the four urban villages. This variation can be explained by differences in wealth
and demographics or structural factors and by variations in competence and authority or
agency problems. These public goods are nonetheless available. According to an official
survey, the 15 JCs in Futian district invested more than 800 million yuan to provide public

infrastructure, water and sanitation systems, and public security facilities between 1992
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and 2004.%°” Similar levels of public goods provision have been witnessed in our field sites
in recent years. For instance, Gong Village spent 30 million yuan to construct a 500 metre
square recreational facility in 2008, Shi Village invested more than 60 million yuan in the
early 2010s to construct a cultural centre (Figure 8), Shang Village installed a total of 520
CCTV cameras along main roads and public facilities in 2010, and Nong Village joined

hands with local governments to establish an art museum of 1.6 hectare in 2007.

Figure 8 The collective-initiated and private-managed cultural centre

Most importantly, each JC has established internal bureaus to align with respective social
organisations to fulfil its responsibilities and to recruit powerful migrant clans to provide
these goods and services. Although the local government occasionally provides matching
grants for communal projects, these grants are far from sufficient to realise such goods,
most of which are public goods whose consumption can scarcely be regulated and charged
and are subject to heavy depreciation. In doing so, the JCs are consolidating their authority
and networks in the enclaves and earning the trust and dependence of the state rather than
being motivated by immediate monetary returns. Through these infrastructures and

exchanges, the migrant enclaves have been integrated into the fabric of formal cities,

297 Interviews, village bosses and clan chiefs, 17 March 2012, and 21 September 2013.
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enabling interactions between outsiders and insiders.

Provision of Public Goods to All

Undoubtedly, the urban villages resemble slums to the extent that both are indicators of
poverty, overcrowding and deviant activities. Because nearly 90 per cent of the inhabitants
of urban villages are rural migrants, migrant enclaves are inevitably a hotbed of poverty.
Official data suggested that the household incomes in a dozen random urban villages
accounted for only two-thirds of the average income in the city in the last decade.?®
However, these data might have slightly exaggerated the poverty level, as migrant traders
and entrepreneurs tend to underreport their incomes. Furthermore, the data did not account
for the wealth and dividends received from native villagers. In addition to poverty, many
urban village apartments are also considered illegal structures. As noted in Chapter 4, these
apartments violated the building and safety regulations established by urban authorities in
an attempt to be competitive in the migrants’ rental markets. As a result of the low income-
earning capacity of rural migrants and the high turnover rate under back-and-forth

migration, landlords had little incentive to decorate apartments. Most urban village

apartments were thus rented without furnishings and without electronic appliances.

These features do not indicate that every urban village was a source of squalor or despair.
On the contrary, the standard of living varied greatly between the guanwai pair and the
guannei pair of urban villages and among different migrant groups. In most cases, the
upper floors of urban village houses were rented to migrant workers to live in, and migrant
entrepreneurs used the ground floors to conduct business. For the outskirts pair, the living
environments are less congested because land contestation is relatively mild. Gong and
Nong Villages, which are migrant worker residences, largely attracted individual practices
and local brands. For the guannei pair of urban villages, global chains had either authorised
retailers or opened stores directly to serve white-collar migrants and urbanites. Another
indicator of the relative affluence of Shi and Shang Villages was the common problem of a
lack of parking space caused by the inhabitants’ ever-increasing car ownership and

corresponding with the wealth of migrant entrepreneurs and white-collar migrants.

In addition, urban villages differ greatly from slums in terms of their spatial and physical

28 Calculated from Shenzhen Statistics Bureau, 2005-2014b.
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form. Certainly, overcrowding is a serious and issue in urban villages. The buildings are so
packed with each other that they were referred as “kissing building” (jiewen lou). This
generates fire hazards, pollution and privacy concerns. While the structure may be jammed
and illegal, the building materials are not necessarily primitive and unsafe (Figure 8). On
the contrary, most apartments in Shenzhen’s urban villages were built with durable
materials by professional construction teams. Each house normally contained a foundation,
windows, glazed tiles and roofing, along with shared kitchens and bathrooms. The
apartments were often rented to several migrants from the same kin or subleased by an
agency working on behalf of landlords. Second, durable materials were used because the
housing was not a one-off purchase commodity but rather a financial asset that could
generate regular dividends. Precedents suggested that although unsafe and hazardous
buildings had been demolished, illegal or unauthorised structures in excess of 480 m” or
three storeys by regulation were discounted yet qualified for compensation during urban
renewal. Relatively durable buildings would hence maximise the villagers’ claims for
appropriate compensation. Third, because the affluent native villagers were once legally
restricted and communally bonded to stay in their apartments, they had an incentive to
maintain higher building standards. Finally, professional construction teams formed the
service networks that aligned the JCs and powerful clans or the native villages and rural

migrants, a subject that I will discuss later.
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Figure 9 Packed, illegal but durable “kissing buildings”
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Furthermore, the urban village also distinguished itself in terms of the availability of public
amenities. Pathways, parks, parking spaces, street lighting, schools, clinics, electricity and
water supply, and sanitation systems were preserved or guaranteed. First, water, electricity
and regulated parking spaces were private goods made available to those who could afford
them. Second, concrete pathways, road signs, street lighting, parks and sanitation systems
are examples of pure public goods that, once provided, can be consumed by every
individual, and one person’s usage does not reduce availability to others, including local
bosses, landlords, tenants and pedestrians. Third, education and medical services were
excludable but non-rival club goods allocated to specific sectors of the communities. In
general, scholarships were exclusively designated for native villagers, whereas clinical
services were available to everyone at differentiated rates. Most schools were designated
for the children of native villagers, but those that remained were open to everyone. For
instance, the Teochew and Hakka clans, who have always been the largest commercial
tenants and service providers in the guannei pair of urban villages, have enjoyed priority in

the allocation and consumption of these club goods and services.

Differentiation of Club Goods to a Few

Elementary education, medical and sanitation services, and cultural and recreational
activities constitute another type of public good that is primarily allocated and distributed
by JCs. Because of these services’ non-rivalrous but excludable nature, they are also
referred to as club goods in which consumer differentiation applies. The most important
club goods are medical services. At least three clinics operated in each urban village, and
most of them are managed by medical doctors, invested in by private companies and native
villagers, and monitored by the JCs’ division of health. Such a division was typically led
by a deputy JC chairman and was composed of several administrators and professionals.
Other responsibilities included regulating family planning, reporting births and deaths,

organising public health seminars, and adapting to changes in health policies.

Customer differentiation is also notable in the domain of public education. The grassroots
agencies previously spent millions of yuan to construct and operate kindergartens and
primary schools. Comprehensive city planning in Shenzhen in 1998 required every school
to be built on state-owned land and monitored by the local education bureau, which

effectively removed education from the companies’ jurisdictions. As they obeyed the new
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initiatives, the companies also negotiated with street offices to ensure that the schools were
either relocated or built adjacent to their villages, which are entitled to native villagers’
holding either rural or urban hukou. Meanwhile, wealthy companies further awarded one
million yuan in scholarship funds to the descendants of native villagers to study at
prestigious universities in China or overseas, hoping that talented students would return to

run the companies and their businesses.

Furthermore, the JCs also organised cultural events on a regular basis and during holidays
and festivals. Cultural activities can be costly, but the highest costs are always the costs of
soliciting performers and venues. Through liaisons with party organs, street offices, and
social organisations, celebrities, artists and dancers were recruited at discounted fees, or
they performed on a pro bono basis. These negotiations were easy to accomplish for large
urban villages whose united front value was obvious. Because the companies owned and
administered the parks and halls, they either waived the rental fees or transferred the fees
between different accounts. However, it was the potential political gain rather than the

anticipated economic costs that motivated the companies to sponsor cultural activities:

Cultural activities have lots of benefits [haochu]. One is to create a sense of
community. Variety shows, singing contests, health classes, and ritual programmes are
regularly conducted to transcend the boundaries between different clans as well as
between landlords and tenants. Another is to get in touch with the masses [qunzhong].
People feel more comfortable talking in relaxed, social occasions; communal
reception towards new initiatives can thus be gauged. Meanwhile, cultural projects are
highly visible. One can always justify the bills [to the govemment] when you are
delivering public welfare and promoting social cohesion.”

Although the goods and services of the four urban villages vary, each village has specific
teams and networks devoted to their provision and maintenance. The guannei pair of urban
villages tended to excel in terms of quality and quantity compared with those in the
outskirts. Of course, only the affluent urban villages could afford to provide
comprehensive recreational and cultural facilities and financial awards. In Shi Village, an
open-air cultural plaza the size of one football field was erected, and an underground car
park sufficiently large to hold hundreds of cars was constructed beneath it. In Shang
Village, tens of millions have been invested in education since the shareholding reform in
1992. Scholarship awards given to the descendants of native villagers to study at

prestigious Chinese or overseas universities in 2013 totalled one million yuan. However,

2 Interviews, village boss, Shenzhen, 18 March 2012.
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regardless of wealth and competence, none of the JCs has ever abandoned their ritual roles.
According to the senior JC executives, nearly 90 per cent of the urban villages in Shenzhen
have renovated or reinstalled their ancestral halls over the last decade.’® Frequently, the
new JC office buildings were erected next to the ancestral halls, and they are now among
the most dedicated structures in each urban village. The annual ancestral ritual serves as
both a communal festival and an economic forum at which new capital is attracted for
renewal projects. In other words, the goods and rituals are provided not only to nurture

social cohesion but also to reinforce the communal authority of the intermediaries.

OUTSOURCING, COERCION AND ORDER

The Scale and Range of Orderliness

Law and order are the basic public goods that not only indicate the reach and capacity of
the pseudo-state agencies but also, as mentioned, are among the JCs’ primary roles. Of
course, prostitution, gambling and drugs (huangdudu) are not uncommon in our field sites:
the prostitutes and concubines (er nai) of Shang Village were notorious in the city, and
Nong Village once functioned as a resale outlet for crystal meth in the outskirts. According
to official data, 44 per cent of the crimes in Shenzhen in 2004 occurred in urban villages,
and more than 80 per cent of the suspects were rural migrants who lived in the villages.*’
Although these data suggest that the majority of criminals are rural migrants, they do not
prove that migrant enclaves have a high concentration of crime. Given that more than 7
million people or nearly 50 per cent of the city’s population reside in urban villages, the 44
per cent crime rate is disproportionately low. Since the introduction of community policing
in 2005 and the installation of CCTV in some crime hotspots, the crime rate in urban

. . . 2
villages has remained steady in recent years.*

Moreover, the nature of crimes has largely been petty thief rather than organised crime.
Robbery, forcible seizure and larceny (liangqiang yidao) constituted 82 to 87 per cent of

the crimes in various urban villages in Shenzhen between 2005 and 2012. Homicides have

39 Shenzhen Commercial Daily 22 April 2012; Interviews, village bosses, Shenzhen, 25 September 2013.
%! Cited from Lau, 2010:64-65.
392 Shenzhen Futian Community, 2004; Interviews, police officers, Shenzhen, 17-18 August 2012.
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also remained at zero or in the single digits in each urban village.*”* Furthermore, native
villagers’ resistance during demolition and rural migrants’ protests over arrears of wages
often contribute to the crime rate. Finally, the lack of coercive force also augments
offences. A deputy of a local police station told me that the police deployment in urban
village communities is roughly two-thirds of that of modern gated communities.
Substitution from communal and private security forces can maintain structural order but
not prevent daily occurrences of robbery and assault. The aforementioned intensity and
pattern of crimes largely align with the results obtained by my colleagues at Sun Yat-sen
University in several urban villages in Guangzhou. Thus, although the spatial boundaries
of migrant enclaves might be a hotbed for certain illegal or disapproved activities, their

residents are not contemplating political anarchy or organised violence.

The popular perception of urban villages suggests otherwise for four reasons. First, the
majority of crimes and contestations are related to rural migrants, who are regarded as
alien subjects. However, as many migrant entrepreneurs and white-collars migrants
revealed to me, they are often targeted as victims of crimes because of the relative
affluence of their villages and of their personal wealth. This is particularly true for the
guannei pair, which has motivated the JCs to install surveillance equipment and enabled
the landlords to frame their enclaves as gated communities. Not only did this cause a
higher rental prices, this also nurture the interplay of grassroots negotiation, a phenomenon

that will be discussed later in chapter 6.

Second, the media and the authorities have stereotyped urban villages as dangerous places.
For instance, from my reading of the tens of the articles in Shenzhen Special Zone Herald
and Southern Metropolitan Daily, the two most widely circulated newspapers in the city,
the negative framing of urban villages had not changed much before and after the master
renewal plan in 2005. Overall, the majority of the reports or analyses assigned negative
words such as criminal (zui), disorder (luan), dirty (zhang), substandard (bu biaozhu) to
describe urban villages. It was only in recent years that relatively neutral phrases such as
transitional (guodu), affordable ([ke] fudan) and accessible (fangbian) have occasionally
been used to endorse the utility of urban villages apartments when large-scale demolitions

were not as feasible and efficient as they were once proposed. That said, rather than

393 bid. See also Li, 2009.
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reporting the disproportionate crime rate of 44 per cent, the media reported that 80 per cent
of crimes were located in urban villages.** However, the reality is not that 80 per cent of
the crimes were concentrated in urban villages but that 80 per cent of the crimes were

committed by rural migrants who /ived in the urban villages.

Third, urban villages tend to have higher crime rates because the police have always
targeted migrant enclaves. In “strike-hard” (yanda) campaigns, the police would frequently
devote their efforts to combatting crime in urban villages or deploying rural migrants who
have criminal records to the rural counties.’® Subsequently, they would sit back and claim
that the crime rate had decreased significantly. In other words, urban villages as enclaves
are not ideal, but in terms of order and stability, they are comparable with other gated

communities in the city.

Fourth, the degree of orderliness is evidenced by the conduct of daily life and economic
activities. During my stays at Shi and Gong Villages and my repeated visits to the four
urban villages, it was safe to walk in the streets and to remain in parks in the evening and
after midnight. I found plenty of elderly residents chatting, dancing or practising faichi,
and the children were playing ball games unsupervised by their families. Expensive motor
vehicles were often left on the streets. Urbanites are accustomed to passing through the
urban villages as a shortcut. Moreover, many fast-food restaurants and convenience stores,
including both domestic brands and foreign chains, operate 24 hours a day in the urban
villages. Examples include Wal-Mart, Caffefour, 7-Eleven, FamilyMart, McDonalds,
Yonghe King, and Zkungfu. Hundreds of chophouses, corner shops, saloons and hostels
have also flourished to harvest new migrant entrepreneurs or the petty bourgeoisie. The
presence of these large chains and small dealings along with their business models is
evident that social order has been preserved in the migrant enclaves. In other words,
although they are enclaves in terms of their distinct physical structure and demographics,

they have been integrated into the fabric and logistics of the formal city.

The Impetus for Restrained Orderliness
Obviously, one could speculate that orderliness is largely regulated by the coercive state,

whose primary concern is social stability. However, in reality, the police force is far from

304 Weiwipao, 21 October 2004; Shenzhen Commercial Daily, 29 November 2005.
395 See chapter 6 for the discriminative treatments of rural migrants during mega-events.

129



sufficient in monitoring migrant contestations and regulating the enclaves. In Shenzhen’s
outskirts, there are an average of 140 police officers per 100 km?; in the city centre, the
number is 160 per 100 km?. For instance, in 2005, Bo’an district had a total of 14,200
communal police officers and private security guards, most of whom were managed by

street offices but subcontracted to JCs or outsourced by dispatch service providers.**®

Aware of the increase in migrant contestations, the state and pseudo-state agencies have
responded accordingly. Beginning in 2010, the JCs in the city-centre pair spent several
million yuan to install and upgrade their CCTV in the urban villages. Although the
guanwai pair of villages lacked the resources to introduce a high-tech surveillance system,
they doubled their deployment of security guards in traffic arteries.’®’ In 2014, Shenzhen
established a new institution known as the municipal police substation (zhixia paichusuo),
each comprising approximately 40 police officers attached to their respective urban
villages. However, although the total number of police officers has increased, the ratio of
formal police to communal police has remained steady. Likewise, the RCs in partnership
of the JCs also expanded their recruitment of unemployed or retired old ladies (dama) to
serve as communal patrol in the urban villages. I was indeed approached by these old
ladies several times, who own the time to monitor the strangers and the gift to trivialise
disputes. This appended a soft but alarming element in the stability maintenance machine.
Both formal and informal coercive units are essential to explaining why China’s migrant
enclaves have not fallen into political anarchy or fallen under the control of gangs or clans,
as is commonly observed in the slums and shantytowns in many developing countries.
Instead, the JCs have formally subordinated themselves to the oversight of street offices
while concurrently maintaining control over privatised coercive units in the migrant

enclaves, paying their salaries and commanding their personnel.

Figure 10 shows the doorplates of the JCs in Shi and Shang Villages. The Chinese words
literally mean joint-stock company and armed force division (wuzhang bu) and security
brigade and civil military team, indicating that the non-state agency and its coercive force
share the same office and line of command. This type of physical alignment signifies
administrative hierarchy and enables effective deployment, a feature that is also observed

in street offices but not in RCs. Common to the four urban villages, every JC has a division

39614, 2007:18.
397 Fieldworks, Shenzhen, 17-23 March 2013.
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of armed forces that is composed of a public security team (bao’an dui) and a collective
security brigade (lianfang dadui). The public security team is responsible for managing
ordinary public security, such as organising daily patrols, ensuring migrants’ periodic
registration with the police, mobilising neighbourhood watches, issuing parking tickets and
collecting fines. Such teams have been deposed in times of emergency to combat organised
crime and to monitor large-scale demolitions. Aligning with substation police, urban
management enforcement units (chengguan) and family planning officers in RCs, these
privatised or collective coercive units record births and deaths, regulate floating
populations, promote hygienic conditions and organise seminars on public health. Assisted
by CCTV and informants, this privatised coercive force is on call 24 hours a day and will

be ready for combat in time of emergency.
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Figure 10 The synergy of JCs and collective security teams

The standard size of the coercive force varied from 80 to 200 in our field sites. However,
the regular personnel routinely underestimated the size and function of the coercive force.
Over time, temporary personnel were recruited to monitor housing demolitions and

manage large-scale contestations in the urban villages. The budget for the coercive force
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primarily came from the management fees paid by tenants and by district appropriations.
Revenue from land sales and rent from collectives was periodically drawn to finance this
extemporaneous yet persistent expense. A deputy chairman of Shang Village explained the
incentives for regulating order and differentiating the treatment of native villagers and rural

migrants as follows:

Currently, the risky and nasty jobs will have to be handled by the temporarily
employed security guards. Only the migrants are capable of handing the migrants, and
only in this way could we fulfil the requirement of harmony [discourse].
Troublemakers must be taught a lesson. The villagers would not respect your authority
if their requests for help were not properly addressed. How can we have the face to be
greeted as chief and share a table with them in the ancestral hall? Chaos is not good
for the rental business either.’”®

Figure 11 Private security and community patrol

Although some village bosses and clan chiefs were accused of concealing crimes, none of
them brought anarchy to the enclaves by substituting for JCs or by excluding municipal
intervention. A primary reason is that more organised migrant groups have been recruited
by the JCs to serve as security guards, janitors, and construction workers. The Teochew

and Hakka clans overwhelmingly serve as security guards in the guannei pair, as do the

308 Interview, village boss, Shenzhen, 24 September 2013.
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Hunan and Jiangxi clans in the guanwai pair (Figure 12). This mechanism has not only
absorbed organised contestations into the grassroots regimes but also consumed the clan

networks to resolve daily disputes.

Figure 12 A privatised entrance to migrant enclave

The maintenance of a collective security brigade largely composed of native villagers or
their friends has ensured that the JCs remain in control of their coercive forces despite the
absorption mechanisms. A symbolic structure involves the installation and management of
electric gates at different entrances of the urban villages (Figure 12). The logic behind all
of these settings is illustrated in the following statement from a security chief: “Our main
task is not to combat crimes but to absorb the contentious elements and to be connected
with the organised few”.’® These communal coercive units are fully aware of their
limitations, such as the lack of training, equipment and power to combat crimes. Their
priority is given to enhance surveillance and induce threat. When serious and organised
crimes occur, these units are bypassed by public security and armed police. Although

communal coercive forces enjoy certain exclusive jurisdictions, their relationships with the

309 Interview, chief of collective security brigade, Shenzhen, 16 March 2013.
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formal police are complementary. In other words, outsourcing has enabled the division of
labour between the official and communal security forces and between the collective
security brigade and private security team, thereby supporting day-to-day conveyance of

coercion an integral part of grassroots governance.

CONTRADICTIONS BETWEEN LOCAL STATE AND GRASSROOTS REGIME

What has motivated grassroots agencies to redress government retreat and market failure?
Does the momentum of intermediaries signify a more dynamic and assertive civil society
at the grassroots level? Since 2005, the party-state has propagated the idea of a service-
oriented government that envisions productive collaboration (xietong xiaoying) between
the state and society. Although this is a contingency of the decentralisation and
privatisation measures in the 1990s and 2000s, it also signifies the transition towards a
regulatory state. A wide range of public services and government functions are contracted
out to private and non-state service providers, which are considered more cost-effective
and adaptive to the needs of clients such as urban homeowners and floating populations.
The objectives of providing these services are not only to meet changes in social
expectations but also to alleviate public contestation. The ranking cadres of street offices
and JC chairpersons whom we interviewed fully acknowledged the changing dynamics of
local governance and their respective roles. However, what are the mechanisms that enable
them to contract out their authority and services to intermediaries while simultaneously
ensuring compliance and managing their conflicts? Has this seemingly ordered space
sounded apolitical and evaded the real tensions and conflicts between different social
groups or classes? 1 will address the first question in the following section and leave the
second question for Chapter 7, when we assess inhabitants’ interactions and perceptions of

such social order.

Negotiating the Boundary of Contestation

Admittedly, the district governments seek to use regulatory frameworks and bureaucratic
control to incorporate the pseudo-state agencies and social organisations. These strategies
inform the intermediaries of the boundaries of contestation that have been established by
the party-state without compromising the flexibility of daily operations. Establishing

performance pledges and controlling funding sources are two frequently employed
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strategies. First, formally introduced in the late 1990s, performance pledges have been
rigorously applied since 2005, when Shenzhen competed for and then aimed to preserve
the titles of “exemplary city” and “garden city”. Every village under a street office and
every street office within a district were required to list their performance pledges at the
beginning of the year and to be subsequently evaluated by the end of that year. Although
the criteria and weighting vary slightly between districts and street offices, urban
appearance (shirong) and social stability (shehui wending) have always been emphasised,
and they have had a veto effect on overall performance rankings.’'® Specifically, the
guannei pair of urban villages were motivated to maintain these titles to retain their

vanguard st